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Abstract 
 
 
 
 
 
In international business, notions of homogeneity and standardisation are promoted as 
necessary parts of the globalisation process. “One world” is equated with “one language” 
and English, portrayed as the global lingua franca, is seen as the only language needed to 
operate successfully in world markets. Using Jean Baudrillard’s theory of the cyclic 
superposition of the singular, universal and global as a framework and applying it to the 
business communications between New Zealand exporters and their French buyers, this 
thesis questions the beliefs underpinning Anglophone reliance on English, and the value of 
this reliance, in a postmodern business environment. It first examines historical shifts in 
attitudes to and use of both dominant “universal” languages and individual “singular” 
languages and finds that tensions tend to arise when dominant powers try to impose, in an 
imperialistic fashion, their language on the “Other”. It argues that the universal ideals of 
unity and openness popularly associated with globalisation are myths expounded by 
Anglophone big business, which, as the advocate of English as the language of 
international commerce, fails to recognise the hegemonic implications of its discourse. 
Through both qualitative and quantitative field research, it reaches the conclusion that, 
aside from a lack of attention paid to foreign languages in business, international business 
writers offer outdated and often erroneous cross-cultural advice for doing business in 
France. This cultural guidance is tainted by both the universalist/structuralist frameworks 
employed by the writers as well as their own inherent cultural assumptions, and is found to 
be of little use to New Zealand business people. By reviewing previous research, the thesis 
determines that New Zealand business has demonstrated a slight shift in attitude toward 
foreign language use in recent years. The results of my survey, designed to gauge the 
present attitudes to and use of French among New Zealand exporters, show that while some 
firms have embraced the idea of using French in business, most are still reliant on English 
for day-to-day business communications with their French customers. In the view of the 
latter, however, this behaviour does not foster efficient and equitable business relations. For 
the French, a New Zealand exporter prepared to use French in the French market would 
have a competitive advantage. Set in the context of Baudrillard’s paradigm, the thesis 
demonstrates that within the New Zealand-French business relationship the perpetual 
struggle between local and dominant languages continues to be a critical issue that requires 
urgent redress.  
 

 

 

  - ii  
 
 



  

 
 
 
 
 
 

Acknowledgments 
 

 
I would like to take this opportunity to acknowledge the numerous organisations and people 

who helped make the writing of this thesis possible. Thank you to: the Foundation for 

Research Science and Technology for the funding of my Top Achiever Doctoral Bright 

Future Scholarship, my two supervisors at the University of Auckland, Professor Raylene 

Ramsay in the French department and Professor Nigel Haworth in the International 

Business department, Mrs Glenn Ekambi, Dr Rosemary Arnoux, Dr Jean-Christian Pleau, 

Youcef Boukhelifa, Dr Brian McKay, Maureen Benson-Rea, Matthew Hansen, Martin 

Ross, Brigitte Azoulay, Charlotte Londiche, Joëlle Blondel, Ophélie Dunn, Sonia Plantey, 

Max Rutherford, Meike Panzner, Catherine Picq from the Chambre de Commerce et 

d’Industrie de Paris and all those who participated in my research from both New Zealand 

and France. Merci à tous ! 

 

  - iii  
 
 



  

Table of Contents 
 

Abstract          ii 

Acknowledgements         iii 

Table of Contents         iv 

List of Tables          ix 

List of Figures          x 

 

Introduction          1 

 

Chapter 1 “Us and Them” or “United We Stand, Divided We Fall”?:  

the Singular Versus the Universal in the History of Language 10 

1.1 Introduction        10 

1.2 Language and Linguistic Thought Through the Ages: a  

Diachronic Survey       15 
1.2.1 The Diversity of our Origins: Prehistoric Language   17 

1.2.2 Language and Empire, Round 1: Greek and Roman Universalism 20 

1.2.3 From the Sword to the Cross: Subjugation of the Singular in the 

Middle Ages        23 

1.2.4 Vernacular Victory: Language in the Renaissance   25 

1.2.5 Universalist Aspirations of the Singular in the New World  27 

1.2.6 Let’s Be Rational: Linguistic Thought from Neoclassicism to 

Romanticism        29 

1.2.7 From the Modern to the Postmodern: The Singular Within the  

Universal Within the Singular Within…    33 

1.2.8  Contemporary Trends in Language     44 

1.2.8.1 Everyone Speaks English, Right?     44 

1.2.8.2 Just Add a Pinch of Italian, a Dash of German and Mix Well: 

Concocting Artificial Languages     49 

  - iv  
 
 



  

1.2.8.3 The Singular in a United Europe     52 

1.2.8.4 Bastion of Monolingualism: the Case of New Zealand  56 

1.3 Conclusion        58 

 

Chapter 2 Globalisation and its Impact on Attitudes to Language in 

  International Business      60 

2.1 Introduction        60 

2.2 Globalisation: Towards a Definition     61 

2.3 Beyond the Golden Arches: Globalisation in Marketing  69 

2.4 English: the Answer to Anglophone Business Prayers?  72 

2.5 Conclusion        80 

 

Chapter 3 Sex, Lies and Stereotypes: Putting Cultural Tips for Doing  

  Business in France to the Test     82 

3.1 Introduction        82 

3.2 The International Business View of Culture    84 

3.2.1 Cultural Theory in International Business: Different on the  

Outside, the Same on the Inside?     86 

3.2.2  When a Little Knowledge is a Dangerous Thing…   94 

3.3  Putting Cultural Tips to the Test     99 

3.3.1  Creating the Test: Sondage sur l’utilisation du langage non verbal 

  dans les affaires en France      99 

3.3.2 The Sample        101 

3.3.3 Results         103 

3.3.3.1 French Gestures : Mon œil !      103 

3.3.3.1.1 Gestures in Business       121 

3.3.3.2 Etiquette and Stereotypes      123 

3.3.3.3 Conseils from the French Respondents    130 

3.4 Conclusion        134 

 

Chapter 4 Foreign Language Use in Business: Surveying the Surveys 138 

  - v  
 
 



  

4.1 Introduction        138 

4.2 Surveys on the Foreign Language Use in Business of the Major 

Anglophone Players       141 

4.2.1 The Universalist Approach – English Rules, OK?: Surveys on  

Foreign Languages in American Business    141 

4.2.2 Towards the Singular: Surveys on Foreign Languages in British 

Business        148 

4.2.3 Confirmed Monoglots?: Surveys on Foreign Languages in New 

Zealand Business       152 

4.3 Conclusion        164 

 

Chapter 5 Survey Methodology: If at First You Do Not Succeed…  

Think of Descartes and Turn to PR    167 

5.1 Introduction        167 

5.2 Research Strategies       168 

5.2.1 The Role of the Observer      169 

5.3 Designing the Pilot Survey      171 

5.3.1 Writing the Pilot CEO Questionnaire     172 

5.3.2 Writing the Pilot Employee Questionnaire    175 

5.4 Hitting a Brick Wall: Problems with the Pilot Survey  181 

5.5 Preparing the New Millennium Survey    186 

5.6 Conclusion        193 

 

Chapter 6 When a Picture is Not Necessarily Worth a Thousand Words:  

Behaviour and Attitudes of New Zealand Companies in the  

French Market       195 

6.1 Introduction        195 

6.2 The Sample        196 

6.2.1 The Participating Companies      196 

6.3 Results         201 

6.3.1 The Use of French by New Zealand Companies   201 

  - vi  
 
 



  

6.3.2 How New Zealand Companies Rate the Importance of French  

Language and Culture in New Zealand-French Business Relations 216 

6.3.3 New Zealand Companies’ Behaviour in the French Market: 

Extra-linguistic Factors      226 

6.3.4 New Zealand Companies in the French Market: Satisfied or Not? 233 

6.4 Discussion and Conclusion      239 

 

Chapter 7 Views from the “Other” Side: French Reactions to the  

Linguistic and Cultural Efforts of their New Zealand  

Trading Partners in the French Market    245 

7.1 Introduction        245 

7.2 The Study        249 

7.2.1 The Participants       250 

7.3 Results         252 

7.3.1 New Zealand’s Linguistic and Cultural Performance in the French 

Market as Seen Through French Eyes    252 

7.3.1.1 First Contacts        252 

7.3.1.2 Visiting the French Market      255 

7.3.1.3 Language of Communication      257 

7.3.1.4 French Buyers’ Advice to Their New Zealand Suppliers  263 

7.3.1.5 The Importance of Speaking the Customer’s Language  264 

7.4 Conclusion        270 

 

Conclusion          272 

 

Appendices  

Appendix I Sondage sur l’utilisation du langage non verbal dans les  

affaires en France       282 

Appendix II English Version of the Questionnaire on Non Verbal Language  

in French Business       292 

  - vii  
 
 



  

Appendix III Pilot CEO Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form  300 

Appendix IV Pilot Employee Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form 302 

Appendix V Pilot Survey CEO Questionnaire     304 

Appendix VI Pilot Survey Employee Questionnaire    315 

Appendix VII The New Millennium Survey      334 

Appendix VIII Covering Letter (E-mail) for the New Millennium Survey  336 

Appendix IX Questionnaire pour les clients français des entreprises  

exportatrices néo-zélandaises      337 

Appendix X Covering Letter for the Questionnaire pour les clients français  

des entreprises exportatrices néo-zélandaises   339 

 

List of References         340 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  - viii  
 
 



  

 

 

 

 

 

List of Tables 
 

 

Table 1 Survey of Mentions of Language Topics in 463 Texts Covering  

  Marketing, Industrial Marketing, International Marketing,  

  International Business and Advertising    74 

 

Table 2 Mentions of Aspects of Language in Selected International  

Business Texts 1990-2001      76 

 

Table 3 Characteristics of New Zealand Companies Not Satisfied with  

   Their Performance in the French Market    238 

  - ix  
 
 



  

List of Figures 
 

Figure 1 Hofstede’s Analysis of France     88 

Figure 2 Hofstede’s Analysis of New Zealand     88 

Figure 3 Place of Birth        102 

Figure 4 Current Location       102 

Figure 5 Occupational Groups       103 

Figure 6 Crossed Fingers       104 

Figure 7 Palm-back V-Sign       105 

Figure 8 Flat-hand Flick       106 

Figure 9 Le bras d’honneur       107 

Figure 10 Thumbs Up        108 

Figure 11 Ring Symbol        108 

Figure 12 Snapping Fingers       110 

Figure 13 Digitus Impudicus       110 

Figure 14  Fingertip Kiss        111 

Figure 15 Mon œil        112 

Figure 16 Head Toss        113 

Figure 17 Chin Flick        114 

Figure 18 Cheek Stroke        115 

Figure 19 Temple Tap        115 

Figure 20 Ear Touch        116 

Figure 21 Flute         117 

Figure 22 Hands in Pockets       118 

Figure 23 Cheek Flick        119 

Figure 24 Nose Screw        119 

Figure 25 Palm Punch        120 

Figure 26 Reliability of the Guidance by Question Number   124 

Figure 27 Reliability of the Guidance in Ascending Order   125 

  - x  
 
 



  

Figure 28 French Respondents’ Advice      131 

Figure 29 Industry Type        197 

Figure 30 New Zealand’s Top Ten Exports to France Year Ended June 2001 198 

Figure 31 Staff Numbers        199 

Figure 32 Years Trading with France      199 

Figure 33 Method of Market Entry      200 

Figure 34 How Companies Use French      202 

Figure 35 The Use of the French Language in New Zealand Business  203 

Figure 36 The Use of French in Face-to-Face Contact    205 

Figure 37 Number of Situations in which French is Used by Company  206 

Figure 38  Number of Situations in which French is Used vs Company Size 207 

Figure 39 Average Number of Situations in which French is Used by  

Industry Type        208 

Figure 40 Methods of Using French in Business    210 

Figure 41 Average Number of Situations in which French is Used per  

Method of Market Entry      210 

Figure 42 Companies that Experienced Language and Cultural Barriers  

in the French Market       212 

Figure 43 Experience of Linguistic/Cultural Barriers vs Company Size 212 

Figure 44 Experience of Linguistic/Cultural Barriers vs Years Trading  

with France        213 

Figure 45 Experience of Linguistic/Cultural Barriers vs Number of  

Situations in which French is Used     214 

Figure 46 Experience of Linguistic/Cultural Barriers vs Importance of  

French         215 

Figure 47 Importance of French Language and Culture    217 

Figure 48 Importance of French Language and Culture by Method of 

   Market Entry        217 

Figure 49 Importance of French Language and Culture by Industry Type 219 

Figure 50 Importance of French Language and Culture vs Company Size 222 

Figure 51 Importance of French Language and Culture vs Number of  

  - xi  
 
 



  

   Situations in which French is Used by Company   223 

Figure 52 Importance of French Language and Culture by Methods of  

Using French        224 

Figure 53 Years Trading with France vs Importance of French Language  

and Culture        225 

Figure 54 Companies that Made Changes to their Products for the French 

   Market         226 

Figure 55 Changes to Product by Industry Type     227 

Figure 56 Years Trading with France vs Changes to Product   228 

Figure 57 Changes to Products vs Company Size    228 

Figure 58 Changes to Product by Method of Market Entry   229 

Figure 59 Changes to Product vs Number of Situations in which French is  

Used         229 

Figure 60 Changes to Product vs Importance of French Language and  

Culture        230 

Figure 61 Changes to Product vs Experience of Linguistic/Cultural Barriers 230 

Figure 62 Visiting the French Market      231 

Figure 63 Frequency of Visits to the French Market    232 

Figure 64 Satisfaction with Performance vs Importance of French Language  

and Culture        233 

Figure 65 Number of Situations in which French is Used vs Satisfaction  

with Performance       234 

Figure 66 Satisfaction with Performance vs Years Trading with France 235 

Figure 67 Satisfaction with Performance vs Company Size   235 

Figure 68 Satisfaction with Performance by Industry    236 

Figure 69 Satisfaction with Performance by Method of Market Entry  236 

Figure 70 Satisfaction with Performance vs Changes to Product  237 

Figure 71  Satisfaction with Performance vs Frequency of Visits to the  

French Market        237 

Figure 72 Industry Types       250 

Figure 73 Company Size        251 

  - xii  
 
 



  

Figure 74 Years Dealing with the New Zealand Supplier    251 

Figure 75 Does Your New Zealand Supplier Visit You Often?   255 

Figure 76 Frequency of Suppliers’ Visits to French Customers   256 

Figure 77 Satisfaction with Frequency of Visits     256 

Figure 78 Language Used When Supplier Visits    257 

Figure 79 Does Your New Zealand Supplier Use French in Any Business 

   Communications?       258 

Figure 80 New Zealand Suppliers’ Use of French    259 

Figure 81 French Companies’ Preferences Regarding Current State of  

Affairs         260 

Figure 82 Have You Experienced Problems Due to Linguistic  

Misunderstandings?       261 

Figure 83 Have You Experienced Problems Due to Cultural 

Misunderstandings?       262 

Figure 84 Importance of Knowledge of French Language and Culture for  

Foreign Firms Doing Business in France    266 

Figure 85 Effect of the European Union on Use of French in Business  269 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  - xiii  
 
 



  

Introduction 
 

 

“Languages, it has been well said, are the lubricant of trade.” 

David Crystal1

 

In international business, globalisation is often perceived as synonymous with 

standardisation. Notions of homogeneity and universalism are to the fore amongst those 

who espouse a capitalist, modernist, production-focused view of trade. In this environment, 

English is promoted as the only language needed to successfully engage in business with all 

of the world’s citizens. Indeed, the “global” era is one where many predict that the role of 

English will burgeon into that of universal language extraordinaire, facilitating 

communication and breaking down barriers while at the same time reducing costs to 

industry.  

 

Yet this proclamation appears arrogant and somewhat premature within a historical 

perspective that considers the way in which dominant languages have come and gone 

throughout the ages. Moreover, it seems out of step with the current socio-political climate 

where the particular is perhaps poised to overtake the universal. In a postmodern world 

where emphasis is shifting from the universality of production to the singularity of the 

consumer, universalist visions have been challenged by those who claim that world markets 

can never be homogeneous when natural entry barriers like cultural and linguistic 

differences remain. Rather than taking an imperialistic standpoint and insisting on the 

ironing out of these differences, the proponents of market adaptation maintain that the only 

way to achieve success in the global marketplace is to conduct business in the customer’s 

language. In this way, non English-speaking business people will not feel excluded and 

condemned to function in a linguistic no man’s land, a state that Jacques Derrida refers to 

as the “monolingualism of the Other”. 

                                                           
1 David Crystal, Language Death (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000) 30. 
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The highly regarded British linguist David Crystal spurns the commonly cited “economic” 

argument against linguistic diversity whereby, as he paraphrases, “having so many 

languages in the world is a waste of money, because individuals and firms have to spend so 

much time and energy on translating and interpreting.” He writes, “If there were just one 

language, so this argument goes, everyone could get on with the job of buying and selling 

without having to worry about these barriers.” He responds to this commonplace claim by 

arguing that the “fallacy is to think that it is money wasted. Indeed, the view that foreign 

languages get in the way of buying and selling has been frequently countered, in recent 

years, by evidence from the business world itself, where knowledge of a foreign language 

is so often seen to be a competitive advantage. Given two British firms, trying to sell to the 

Arabic market, and one is capable of using Arabic and the other is not – all else being 

equal, which firm do you think will more impress the buyer? Languages, it has been well 

said, are the lubricant of trade” (Crystal 2000, 30).   

 

Set in the context of this debate, this thesis takes the case of New Zealand firms that are 

exporting to the French market and endeavours to determine, through qualitative and 

quantitative methods, whether knowledge of French culture and use of the French language 

constitute a competitive advantage, or could be seen as critical success factors, for New 

Zealand exporters to France. Before attempting to answer this question, however, the thesis 

delves more deeply into theoretical and ideological issues, adopting Jean Baudrillard’s 

paradigm of the cyclical superposition of the singular, universal and global as a framework 

for understanding the current tension between universalist supporters of English as the 

global lingua franca and particularists who seek to defend the rights of individual 

languages. Transposing this framework onto the Franco-New Zealand business situation, it 

seeks to ascertain whether New Zealand firms are tending towards the singular or the 

universal by undertaking a diachronic and synchronic investigation into the attitudes and 

behaviours of New Zealand companies towards the use of French in business. It also 

reviews the cultural guidelines and advice produced for a universal audience by Anglo-

American business writers and questions their relevance for New Zealand exporters. Then, 

turning attention to the “Other”, it asks how French clients of New Zealand firms assess the 
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linguistic and cultural behaviour of New Zealand exporters. Once these matters are 

discussed, the thesis then addresses the main research question outlined above. 

 

The thrust of the argument developed in the thesis, that universalist and hegemonic 

tendencies parading under the guise of globalisation serve to exclude the “Other” and may 

be anachronistic in a constantly changing world, concerns all types of international 

relations. Indeed, the theories expounded in this study have a wide application. In this 

thesis, however, I concentrate particularly on New Zealand’s business relations with France 

and there are several reasons for this focus. 
 

First, as the world’s fourth largest economy and fourth largest importer of foreign goods, 

France is a wealthy market.2 Sophisticated and affluent French consumers are interested in 

buying high quality, high value products and are prepared to pay for them. France is 

therefore becoming an increasingly attractive market for quality New Zealand products. 

Despite its lingering reputation for protectionism, it is nowadays a very open and lucrative 

market. Yet, while visible trade barriers are increasingly disappearing, many companies are 

unsuccessful or achieving only limited success in selling to the French. 

 

On the surface, it might appear that New Zealand is making progress in the French market. 

New Zealand is exporting a more diverse range of products to France than ever before, and 

in dollar terms New Zealand exports to France have increased slightly over the years 

especially in meat, seafood, dairy and honey. In 1986, for instance, New Zealand exports to 

France totalled FF 1,146 million and in 2000 they were at FF 1,641 million.3 However, 

looking at the bigger picture, and keeping in mind the size of the French economy, it would 

seem that New Zealand exporters have not, as yet, come to terms with the potential of 

doing business with the French. In 2000, France just made it onto New Zealand’s top 20 

export markets list, in 18th place. In fact, our exports to France represent less than one-tenth 
                                                           
2 For details, see: La part de marché de la France dans le commerce mondial, 2000, Ministère de l'Economie, 
des Finances et de l'Industrie <http://www.commerce-exterieur.gouv.fr/CdTabPartmarche.htm2003>.  
See also: France Country Brief, August 2002, Trade New Zealand 
 <http://www.tradenz.govt.nz/common/files/france - cb2.pdf>. 
3 See: TRADENZ, "The Top 14 New Zealand Exports in 2000 Amounting to 94% of the Total Value of 
Exports, Source: French Customs,", (Paris: 2001). 
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of 1% of France’s total imports (Ross 2000, 5).4 With these less than impressive figures, 

one has to wonder why the French market has remained so underdeveloped? 

  

There are a number of arguments put forward by business people to explain why they have 

not attempted to do business in France or have tried and failed. The first of these is 

distance. While it is true that France is at the antipodes of New Zealand, the United 

Kingdom, which is our fourth largest export market, is right next door and Germany, 

another neighbour, ranks ninth. Indeed, New Zealand prides itself on being a trading nation, 

able to send its products to all four corners of the globe and remain competitive on price. 

This would appear to negate the distance argument.  

 

Another common claim is that France is a closed market. Stereotypical images of mad 

French farmers on the motorways, burning tyres and protesting against agricultural imports, 

spring into the minds of many New Zealand exporters. In such a climate, one imagines, it 

must be difficult, if not impossible, to achieve market entry. However, this is not quite true 

in reality. In fact, statistics prove that France is very open to trade. As a member of the EU 

and the WTO, France imposes tariffs or quotas that are no different to other European 

countries. As far as agricultural products are concerned, about 10% of France’s imports are 

in the food and beverage sector and France is the third market in the world for New 

Zealand sheepmeat (TRADENZ). For other sectors, of course, the mad farmers do not even 

enter the picture. If a company has a good quality product, the French will be interested. 

 

Other fears, which centre on Franco-New Zealand political relations, such as the nuclear-

testing issue, are also unfounded. For the majority of French business people, politics and 

business do not mix. For them business is business (Sweeney 1996, 5). Proof of their lack 

of animosity, can be found in the high level of French investment in New Zealand (at 

around NZ$155 million in 2000) with some 50 companies having set up or bought into 

operations in New Zealand (TRADENZ). 

                                                           
4 France’s actual position on our top export markets list may, in fact, be a little higher (perhaps twelfth or 
thirteenth), as products exported to France sometimes enter Europe via another port (often in Belgium) before 
going on to France (Martin Ross, personal communication). 
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In this era of high speed transport and communications and the WTO, these oft cited 

barriers to doing business with France are in reality nothing but myths. Why, then, have 

New Zealand companies not exploited the French market to its full potential?  

 

This study posits that one of New Zealand’s major stumbling blocks in the French market is 

New Zealand firms’ ignorance of French language, culture and business protocols. As 

Richard Gesteland points out in his “Iron Rule # 1”, “In International Business, the Seller Is 

Expected to Adapt to the Buyer” (Gesteland 1999, 15). This suggests that the seller would 

be well advised to use the buyer’s language. Nowhere, it would seem, is this adage more 

pertinent than in France. While some countries are prepared to switch to English in 

business, the French remain attached to their own language and although many French 

business people do have a command of English, French is preferred. Using French with the 

French is therefore advantageous and, it is suggested, may in fact constitute a competitive 

advantage for the Anglophone firm willing to make the effort.  

 

Aside from its former role and mystique as “the internationally accepted language of 

diplomacy” (Lewis 1997, 206), there are many reasons for the continued importance of 

French, not least of which is the active “defence” of the French language by the French 

themselves, demonstrated in the passing of the Toubon Law in 1994. This law promulgates 

the use of the French language as “un élément fondamental de la personnalité et du 

patrimoine de la France” (Durand 1996, 81).5 As far as its relevance to international 

business is concerned, it makes French “compulsory in the advertising, description and 

directions of use of products; it also demands that bills and receipts are couched in French” 

(Durand 1996, 82). 

 

Jacques Durand outlines further key arguments for the promotion of French: 

 

                                                           
5 Translation: “a fundamental element of the personality and patrimony of France.” 
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France is not the superpower it was in previous centuries. Nevertheless, 

France still occupies an important position in military and political terms. It 

is a permanent member of the Security Council of the United Nations. It is a 

nuclear power ready to challenge the world to remain in the nuclear race. It 

is at the hub of the community of French-speaking countries which at one 

time or another formed part of its old colonial empire [. . .]. The defence and 

promotion of French is therefore part and parcel of a wider strategy to 

maintain France in an influential position at an international level (Durand 

1996, 82). 

 

While much of the international business literature hardly touches on the role of foreign 

languages in trade, some writers focusing on the cross-cultural aspects of business single 

out the French language for special mention. Gesteland writes, “Despite the fact that so 

many French business people speak English well, French is the language of business” 

(Gesteland 1999, 203). Edward and Mildred Hall stress, “the most important skill for any 

foreigner who wishes to function effectively in France is to learn to speak the language 

well” (Hall and Hall 1990, 93). And despite acknowledging that English is becoming more 

widespread, Colin Gordon asserts, “a mastery of French can open many doors” (Gordon 

1996, 159). 

 

Robin Walden sums up this sentiment as follows: “In discussing a business relationship 

with France, language comes at the top of the pile as the ‘mother’ of non-tariff barriers in 

working with this market [. . .]. The French are fiercely proud of their mother tongue and 

strongly resent any Anglo-Saxon encroachments. It is perhaps the defence of their language 

which fosters the view in their own minds that if you are going to deal with them, you will 

jolly well speak their language, like it or lump it. Make an effort and it will make a 

difference” (Walden 1998, 64).  

 

Despite their underperformance in the French market, it would appear that New Zealand 

firms produce what French customers want: high quality, high value goods. To what extent 

can their lack of success in France be attributed to linguistic and cultural factors? 
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Undertaking an in-depth study into the role of French language and culture in New 

Zealand-French business relations allows us to test the hypothesis that cultural knowledge 

of the target market and linguistic proficiency in the customer’s language enhance the 

seller’s performance, while at the same time providing us with some interesting insights 

into the universal/particular debate on the place of language in business.  

 

The thesis begins by reviewing the literature and identifying the theoretical frameworks 

that best serve to inform the debate. Chapter 1, “’Us and Them’ or ‘United We Stand, 

Divided We Fall’?: the Singular versus the Universal in the History of Language”, takes as 

a reference point Jean Baudrillard’s vision of the cyclic superposition of the singular, 

universal and global and follows shifts in attitudes to and usages of dominant and 

“universal” languages in Western history. It argues that the present modernist and 

universalist reliance on English condemns non-native English speakers to the 

“monolingualism of the Other” and posits that in a postmodern world, where singularities 

are celebrated, Anglophone hegemony may not retain its dominance. 

 

Chapter 2 builds on this premise and, in the context of the universal-singular cycle, 

discusses the concept and nature of globalisation and, more specifically, its impact on 

attitudes to language in international business. The chapter first seeks to identify the many 

understandings of globalisation before examining how common and perhaps mythical 

perceptions of the homogeneity and universalism of globalisation have a bearing on the 

way in which linguistic issues are viewed in the business world. 

 

Where Chapter 2 begins to expose the perfunctory handling of language in the international 

business literature, Chapter 3, “Sex, Lies and Stereotypes: Putting Cultural Tips for Doing 

Business in France to the Test”, examines in depth the way in which culture and the 

cultural aspects of doing business are presented by international business writers. It finds 

that many of those writing on culture, non verbal behaviour and business etiquette fall into 

the structuralist trap of making comparisons based on their own inherent cultural 

assumptions. The chapter discusses the results of fieldwork, carried out on French business 

people, designed to test the veracity and relevance of the cultural tips for doing business in 
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France and the guidance on French body language and gestures given in international 

business texts. In many cases, the information is based on outdated research that remains 

grounded in space and time and can be shown to be stereotypical, superficial and erroneous. 

 

Given the nominal treatment of things linguistic and cultural in textbooks, Chapter 4, 

“Foreign Language Use in Business: Surveying the Surveys”, turns to investigating the role 

foreign languages and cultures play in business in the real world and focuses particularly on 

the use of the French language, as reported to date, by New Zealand firms that deal with 

France. The chapter analyses the findings of surveys on the use of foreign languages in 

business carried out in the United States, the United Kingdom and New Zealand over the 

past 30 years or so. These indicate that although American business has remained fairly 

universalist and monolingual in its outlook, British companies have shifted to a slightly 

more linguistically open approach to overseas markets in recent years. The New Zealand 

surveys, too, demonstrate a change in attitude from the decidedly monolingual 1960s. 

However, while there was an increased use of foreign languages in written material such as 

brochures and advertising by New Zealand companies in the 1990s, there remained a high 

level of reluctance to carry out day to day business, for instance phone calls, meetings, 

negotiations and even correspondence, in anything but English. 

 

In order to see whether this predominantly universalist stance is strengthening or changing, 

it was decided to create a further survey, dubbed “the new millennium survey”, that would 

be sent to New Zealand export companies that deal with France. The firms were to be 

questioned on their attitudes to and use of French language and culture in their business 

relations with their French customers. Chapter 5, “Survey Methodology: If at First You Do 

Not Succeed… Think of Descartes and Turn to PR”, begins by describing the process of 

creating and disseminating a pilot survey. Then, drawing on the wise counsel of René 

Descartes, it turns to the analysis of the methodological reasons for the lack of success of 

this pilot survey and the description of the ways it was improved to suit changed business 

and societal contexts. 
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The results of the new millennium survey are detailed in Chapter 6 “When a Picture is not 

Necessarily Worth a Thousand Words: Behaviour and Attitudes of New Zealand 

Companies in the French Market”. Taking into consideration both quantitative and 

qualitative data and comparing findings with those of the earlier studies described in 

Chapter 4, this chapter reveals that while some progress has been made in the use of French 

in certain business contexts, most New Zealand firms still rely heavily on English to carry 

out their day-to-day business with French buyers. 

 

In view of the hostile reactions of many French people to globalisation and 

“Englishisation” that Amin Maalouf, for example, describes in Les identités meurtrières, 

Chapter 7 reports on research carried out on French clients of New Zealand companies. The 

research centred on investigating the satisfaction of the French participants with the current 

state of business communications between their New Zealand supplier and themselves and 

ascertaining whether, in their minds, the use of the French language and knowledge of 

French culture are critical success factors for New Zealand firms dealing with France.  

 

In the final chapter, the overriding opinion of these French customers, that using only 

English in business is not conducive to good business relations, is taken on board and 

compared to the findings of previous chapters and to theoretical positions. 

 

This thesis is groundbreaking in a number of ways as it draws on the theories and 

methodologies of the humanities and uses these as a critical framework through which to 

analyse linguistic and cultural issues relevant to the field of International Business. While it 

makes definite steps toward an interdisciplinary approach, drawing to a certain extent on 

the International Business literature, it remains grounded in French Studies and is written 

primarily for an audience in this domain. It can be seen, however, as a first attempt to open 

a door through which both language and business disciplines can respectfully engage on 

each others’ terms.  
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Chapter 1 
 

“Us and Them” or “United We Stand, Divided We Fall”?: the 

Singular Versus the Universal in the History of Language 

 

“I only have one language; it is not mine.”  

Jacques Derrida1  

 

1.1 Introduction 
 

In Monolingualism of the Other; Or, The Prosthesis of Origin, Jacques Derrida describes 

the curious linguistic phenomenon of being born without a mother tongue. As a “Franco-

Maghrebian Jew of a certain generation” (Derrida 1996, 71), Derrida’s personal 

circumstances (a Jew living in French-occupied Algeria during the Second World War) 

dictated his status as a monolingual speaker of French, a language that would never be his: 

 

Yet it will never be mine, this language, the only one I am thus destined to 

speak, as long as speech is possible for me in life and in death; you see, 

never will this language be mine. And, truth to tell, it never was (Derrida 

1996, 2). 

 

Belonging to neither the indigenous population nor the colonising group, Derrida 

represented the “Other” in the country of his birth. Stripped of his French citizenship during 

the Vichy régime and thus excluded from the school reserved for young French citizens, 

Derrida reflects, “I do not doubt either that such ‘exclusions’ come to leave their mark upon 

this belonging or non-belonging of language, this affiliation to language, this assignation to 
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what is peacefully called a language” (Derrida 1996, 16-17). For Derrida, a “defender of 

the French language”, French was both “a forbidding as well as forbidden speech” and one 

which he was never “able to call [. . .] ‘[his] mother tongue’” (Derrida 1996, 33,34). 

 

This “monolingualism of the Other” that is Derrida’s linguistic identity, is, first and 

foremost, a result of colonialism.2 He writes: 

 

The monolingualism imposed by the other operates by relying upon that 

foundation, here, through a sovereignty whose essence is always colonial, 

which tends, repressively and irrepressibly, to reduce language to the One, 

that is, to the hegemony of the homogeneous (Derrida 1996, 39-40). 

 

Yet, in the postcolonial twenty-first century, the hegemony of the homogeneous remains: 

 

Today, on this earth of humans, certain people must yield to the homo-

hegemony of dominant languages. They must learn the language of the 

masters, of capital and machines; they must lose their idiom in order to 

survive or live better. A tragic economy, an impossible counsel (Derrida 

1996, 30). 

 

Derrida is, of course, referring to the hegemonic nature of English, or as he refers to it in 

The Other Heading, “Anglo-American”.3 He states, “the Anglo-American language is 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
1 Jacques Derrida, Monolingualism of the Other; or, the Prosthesis of Origin, trans. Patrick Mensah (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1996) 1. 
2 There exists a large body of literature on the role of language in the colonial and postcolonial enterprise. 
See, for example: Robert Phillipson, Linguistic Imperialism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992).; 
Alastair Pennycook, The Cultural Politics of English as an International Language (London and New York: 
Longman, 1994).; Alastair Pennycook, English and the Discourses of Colonialism (London and New York: 
Routledge, 1998).; Joshua A. Fishman, Andrew W. Conrad and Alma Rubal-Lopez, eds., Post-Imperial 
English: Status Change in Former British and American Colonies, 1940-1990 (Berlin and New York: Mouton 
de Gruyter, 1996). 
3 In the postcolonial world, English has continued to spread and take over other languages. Phillipson states, 
“To put things more metaphorically, whereas once Britannia ruled the waves, now it is English which rules 
them. The British empire has given way to the empire of English.” Phillipson, Linguistic Imperialism  2. He 
argues that this dominance is no accident, but rather a deliberate move by the British and the Americans to 
take English to the four corners of the globe, via bodies such as the British Council, the Summer Institute of 
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today the second universal language destined to overtake or dub all the idioms of the 

world” (Derrida 1992, 23). And, in Two Words for Joyce, Derrida portrays the English 

language as a war-mongerer whose “hegemony remains indisputable, but its law only 

appears as such in the course of a war through which [it] tries to erase the other language or 

languages, to colonize them, to domesticate them…” (Derrida 1984, 47-48).4

 

Derrida’s depiction of English or Anglo-American as a coloniser is somewhat ominous. If, 

as he predicts, English does become “the new lingua franca” or universal language 

(Derrida 1997, 120), the majority of the world’s people are destined to inhabit the same 

linguistic no-man’s land as Derrida, to have only one language, a language that can never 

be theirs.  

 

Derrida is by no means the only academic to underline the dominant nature of the English 

language. Unlike him, though, many other writers, particularly those working in the field of 

international business, embrace the concept of English as universal. English is thrust upon 

all people as the tool or key to success in our post-industrial, technological, mass media, 

communications-focused age. This drive toward the universal occurs, more often than not, 

in the name of globalisation.  

 

“Globalisation”, claims Jean Baudrillard, “is levelling out every difference and every value, 

ushering in a perfectly indifferent (non)culture” (Baudrillard 2001). Baudrillard argues 

strongly against the dangers of the globalisation of culture, “any culture that makes itself 

universal loses its singularity and gradually dies [. . .] dying from the loss of singularity [. . 

.] is a foul death” (Baudrillard 2001).5 He sees resistance to globalisation as “a reaction 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
Linguistics, the USIA and through English language teaching initiatives. Often English teaching has come in 
the guise of “aid” or “modernization”, yet the dissemination of English by the Anglophone powers serves 
both as a high-value commodity and as a way of opening up and facilitating trading relationships and export 
markets. 
4 Linguist Louis-Jean Calvet also uses the metaphor of war to explain the disappearance or killing of 
languages by other languages in expansion. Louis-Jean Calvet, La guerre des langues et les politiques 
linguistiques (Paris: Payot, 1987). 
5 The loss of singularity in terms of language and culture is also seen as tragic in the field of ecolinguistics. 
Ecolinguists view linguistic and cultural diversity as essential as ecological diversity. Peter Mühlhäusler 
equates the “streamlining” of languages with that of the “streamlining” of the world’s flora and fauna. “Both 
developments” he writes, “have been promoted by people acting with the best of intentions – reducing the 
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against the domination of the universal” and a “rejection not only of the (in)famous global 

techno-structure, but of the underlying monoculturalism, the mindset that seeks to render 

identical all cultures, from every continent, under the one sign of the universal” 

(Baudrillard 2001). It is in this rejection that Baudrillard sees a possible future for the 

singular over the global. He says: 

 

The stakes have risen and globalisation is by no means a sure winner. In the 

face of globalisation’s dissolving and homogenising power, everywhere 

there are arising heterogeneous forces that are not only different but 

antagonistic and irreducible. Singularities are what may emerge out of the 

shattering of the global system (Baudrillard 2001). 

 

Baudrillard’s vision is one of the movement from the particular to the universal and back 

again, the perpetual superposition of the singular over the universal over the global. This 

cyclic image brings hope to those unwilling to accept that Derrida’s fate may be what is 

lying in store for the rest of the (non Anglophone) world in the wake of unchecked 

globalisation. 

 

It is also an image that can be applied to the understanding of human thought and action in 

a historical context. If we look briefly at aspects of Western history, for example, we can 

view the latter as a constant battle between the universal and the particular. From the 

singularity of tribalism emerged the ancient empires of Greece and Rome. When they and 

their universalist systems broke down, formerly united territories splintered. Eventually 

nation states appeared. As individual states sought to exercise their power and influence 

over others, imperialism once again came to the fore and colonies were founded. Conflict 

followed conflict before the process of decolonisation began and national self-
                                                                                                                                                                                 
cost of communication in the first case and feeding the world’s population in the second. Regrettably, those 
people had only a very limited understanding of the nature and function of diversity.” He goes on to say that 
in recent years, “there has been a growing realization of the importance of biological diversity, and even more 
recently the voices of those advocating linguistic and cultural diversity have become louder. However, the 
importance of linguistic diversity has not yet aroused widespread public concern; nor has the notion that 
‘linguistic ecology’ needs the same amount of care as national ecology.” Peter Mühlhäusler, "Babel 
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determination was the order of the day. During the Cold War the Soviet Union set about 

swallowing up large areas of Eastern Europe before collapsing in the early 1990s. Eastern 

European countries began their search for national identity just as Western Europe moved 

closer to economic union. Meanwhile, the United States had become the most important 

world power exhibiting the cultural and linguistic hegemonic tendencies that went hand-in-

hand with such a role. Today in the “unified” Europe, minority groups like the Basques and 

the Corsicans are campaigning for their independence from nation states, asserting their 

singularity within a universal entity, often employing violence to draw attention to their 

particularist cause. 

 

Contemporary world history has, in fact, witnessed innumerable particular struggles: in 

Rwanda, Bosnia and Kosovo most notably. Recently, Afghanistan has been the theatre of 

extreme and violent forms of resistance to “universal”, “civilised” or “Western” values 

(tolerance, secular states, democracy, gender equality etc.). Condemned by universalists as 

archaic, the particularists perhaps have little choice in their use of aggressive brands of 

particularism. 

 

Linguistic history, too, follows the universal/particular cycle with moves toward universal 

language coinciding with imperial expansion, and the triumph of individual languages 

occurring when the singular succeeds the universal. As France moved away from latinate 

ecclesiastical universalism to a celebration of its own singularity, for instance, the Pléiades 

promoted French as a language “aussi beau que le latin ou le grec”6 (Eluerd 1986, 19), a 

language that was thereafter to be used as the literary language of France. Later, in the 

eighteenth century, French would spread across Europe as a language of royal courts and 

diplomacy, evolving from the singular to the universal itself.  

 

In the postcolonial age, the saying “language is power” has not been lost on newly 

independent states as they assert their own language over that of the “colonial oppressor”. 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
Revisited," The Ecolinguistics Reader: Language, Ecology and Environment, eds. Alwin Fill and Peter 
Mühlhäusler (London and New York: Continuum, 2001) 160. 
6 My translation: “as beautiful as Latin or Greek.” 
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Even in Anglophone countries such as Wales, Ireland and New Zealand, there has been a 

“resurgence in maintaining and extending Welsh or Gaelic [. . .] or Maori [. . .]. In both 

these contexts, the dominance and ‘superiority’ of English is being challenged from within 

by the indigenous people” (East 2000, 14). Cultural and linguistic uniqueness is back in 

fashion.7

 

From the singular to the universal to the singular. From fragmentation to unity to 

fragmentation. Binary opposites, incompatible philosophies, but all inherent human 

tendencies. In a postmodern world, how long can modern universalist values prevail before 

cracks begin to show? In the Foucauldian tradition of historical or “archaeological” 

analysis, Chapter 1 traces the superposition of the singular and the universal in linguistic 

history with a view to understanding how Anglophone, and especially New Zealand’s 

reliance on English may be met with a backlash in the twenty-first century. 

 

1.2 Language and Linguistic Thought Through the Ages: a 

Diachronic Survey 
 

“The language [of a nation] is its collective treasure, the source of its social wisdom and 

communal self-respect.” 

Johann Gottfried Herder8

 

Language is a marker of identity, a guardian of culture. It is estimated that around 6000 9 

different languages are spoken around the world today, each with its own particularities in 

grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation. More importantly, though, it is claimed that each 

individual language is imprinted “with the ideological world-views of [its] particular 

                                                           
7 For examples of language maintenance in New Zealand, Wales and Ireland among others, see: Crystal, 
Language Death  128-29. For details on steps taken to encourage the use of Welsh, see: Peter Trudgill, 
Sociolinguistics: An Introduction to Language and Society, Fourth ed. (London: Penguin, 2000) 124-26. 
8 Qtd. in Richard Harland, Literary Theory from Plato to Barthes: An Introductory History (New York: St. 
Martin's Press, 1999) 62. 
9 For a discussion on the number of languages spoken in the world today, see: Crystal, Language Death  2-11. 
Crystal’s final estimate is between 5 000 and 7 000 for the year 2000. 
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speakers and social groups” (Harland 1999, 251).10 According to Bakhtinian dialogism, 

language is “thus caught up in a continual process of negotiation and contestation between 

incompatible world-views” (Harland 1999, 251). When speakers of different languages 

meet, then, the clash of world-views is even more dramatic. In order to communicate, 

speakers of mutually-unintelligible languages have developed contact languages or linguae 

francae, some of which have in turn evolved into creoles, languages in their own right.  

 

The imposition of one language upon speakers of another, however, whether through 

colonialism or, more benignly, via the promotion of a universal language or an international 

lingua franca “denies the nature of the human race” (Cunningham 2000, 61). “History has 

[. . .] taught us”, writes Denis Cunningham, “that usage of only a dominant language will 

place others in the uncomfortable position of feeling inferior, aggravating negative 

emotions and discouraging trust and friendship” (Cunningham 2000, 61).11 Utopian visions 

                                                           
10 Harland’s statement is of course a neat summary of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis. This theory is much 
debated by linguists. On the one hand, some feel that “we live in one world that consists of many parts and 
each language provides a different set of labels for the same set of parts”, a theory known as the “mapping” or 
“labelling” view, which upholds the idea that “the differences between languages are only superficial and all 
languages are fully intertranslatable.” Mühlhäusler, "Babel Revisited,",  160. On the other hand, others 
believe that “most perceptions of the world [. . .] are brought into being and sustained by languages” and that 
“[s]peakers of different languages, therefore, do not perceive the same world. Instead, different languages 
emphasise and filter various aspects of a multi-faceted reality in a vast number of ways.” Mühlhäusler, "Babel 
Revisited,",  160. For those that hold the latter view, linguistic diversity is seen as “an invaluable resource 
rather than an obstacle to progress.” Mühlhäusler, "Babel Revisited,",  161. 
11 This assertion is disputed by Alastair Pennycook, among others, who points to the development of “World 
Englishes” in former British colonies such as Singapore where local varieties of English have emerged 
alongside standard English. These non-standard varieties have come to act as markers of identity for local 
people. See: Pennycook, The Cultural Politics of English as an International Language. In an article that 
refutes Phillipson’s stand on linguistic imperialism, Andrew W. Conrad claims that English is “the ‘inter-
national’ language par excellence [. . .], and the first language of millions of people who are neither 
historically nor culturally related to Britain in countries where English is not the mother tongue of anything 
like the majority of speakers. Many people, further, of Africa, India, and Europe, are fully fluent in English, 
even speak it as their principal language, with no loss of their cultural identity as Ugandans, Nigerians, 
Indians, or Danes.” Andrew W. Conrad, "The International Role of English: The State of the Discussion," 
Post-Imperial English: Status Change in Former British and American Colonies, 1940-1999, eds. Joshua A. 
Fishman, Andrew W. Conrad and Alma Rubal-Lopez (Berlin and New York: Mouton de Gruyter, 1996) 21. 
He further maintains that English no longer “belongs” to British people and is “more and more ‘unmarked’ 
for ethnicity, more and more unleashed from its own colonial yoke [. . .].” Conrad, "The International Role of 
English: The State of the Discussion,",  23. In the same volume, Joshua A. Fishman, while acknowledging the 
current movement towards the singular of “asserting, recognizing, and protecting more local languages, 
tradition, and identities”, also contests the notion that English is hegemonic, instead seeing it as “part of the 
everyday discourse of various now substantially autonomous societies, all of whom are essentially following 
their own ‘commonsense need and desires’.” Joshua A. Fishman, "Summary and Interpretation: Post-Imperial 
English 1940-1990," Post-Imperial English: Status Change in Former British and American Colonies, 1940-
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of universalism in language have, to date, remained just that. The world is multilingual, 

only “imagined communities” are (mostly) monoglot.12  

 

1.2.1 The Diversity of our Origins: Prehistoric Language 
 

One of the most contentious and fiercely debated linguistic questions is that of the origin of 

language. Was it divinely inspired? Did a “protolanguage” or “Adamist” language ever 

exist? How did certain hominids make the evolutionary leap from ape-like capabilities to 

speech thus separating them from the rest of the animals forever? Speculation abounds.  

 

For Michael C. Corballis, spoken language evolved from gestural language. He writes:  

 

It was unlikely that the switch from gestural to spoken language was sudden. 

Vocalised grunts and squeals would surely have punctuated early gestural 

language, just as gestures embellish modern vocal language [. . .]. But vocal 

communication would have required extensive alterations to the vocal tract 

as well as a shift from predominantly subcortical to cortical control over 

vocalization. As Philip Lieberman has argued, these alterations were 

probably not complete until relatively late in hominid evolution, perhaps 

only with the emergence of H. sapiens some 100,000 to 150,000 years ago 

(Corballis 1999). 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
1990, eds. Joshua A. Fishman, Andrew W. Conrad and Alma Rubal-Lopez (Berlin and New York: Mouton de 
Gruyter, 1996) 639. 
12 R.J.W. Evans claims, “A bi- or multilingual world of interacting language communities is the historical 
norm (and the contemporary one in many parts of the globe).” R.J.W. Evans, The Language of History and 
the History of Language: An Inaugural Lecture Delivered before the University of Oxford on 11 May 1998 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998) 18. Peter Trudgill too points out that societal multilingualism is the rule 
rather than the exception in many parts of the world. He writes, “Multilingual nations exist in all parts of the 
world, and very many examples could be cited. Difficulties only arise when one attempts to locate a country 
that is genuinely monolingual. There appear to be very few. Even in Europe there are not many true examples, 
although we are accustomed to thinking of most European nations as monolingual.” Trudgill, 
Sociolinguistics: An Introduction to Language and Society  119. 

  - 17  
 
 



  

Corballis considers that language did not uniquely characterise Homo sapiens, “but rather 

the shift to a form of expression in which vocalization could carry the primary 

communicative burden, including the all-important grammatical component” (Corballis 

1999). 

 

Stephen Roger Fischer believes that human vocal language is likely to have had its origins 

over a million years ago, when Homo erectus began migrating from Africa to the Middle 

East, Asia and Europe. He bases this claim on the fact that in order to carry out the “social 

planning and organization” involved in achieving “vast cooperative projects such as sea 

crossings”, “primitive human speech” would have been required (Fischer 1999, 57).13 

Homo neanderthalensis and later Homo sapiens inherited or evolved this language capacity 

before “[m]odern human thought and language usage, as we know it today, was finally 

attained by Homo sapiens around 35,000 years ago, if not significantly earlier” (Fischer 

1999, 57).  

 

John L. Locke, on the other hand, regards the origin of hominid language thus: 

 

When hominids began to use variegated, pragmatically intoned utterances in 

a socially regulatory way, the foundations were laid for a language that 

would be rendered phonetically. Individuals could put content in their vocal 

grooms, that is, they could vocally request, reject, and so on with an 

enhanced degree of specificity. The basis for competing with one’s 

contemporaries would thus have shifted to, or come to include, the quality of 
                                                           
13 Fischer does not elaborate as to what this “primitive human speech” resembled. If we are to accept as true 
Corballis’ claims, it was in all likelihood gestural language. Corballis argues that “Reciprocity of gesture, as a 
precursor to language, may go back [. . .], to our common origins with apes and monkeys perhaps 25 or 30 
million years ago.” He cites the work of Rizzolatti on “mirror neurons” in monkeys’ brains that are active 
both when a monkey makes a gesture and when the monkey witnesses another making the same gesture. He 
states, “These cells are in an area of the monkey cortex that appears to be homologous to Broca’s area in the 
human brain, which is critically involved in the programming of human speech. Mirror neurons presumably 
have more to do with giving and receiving items of food than with language, but Rizzolatti and Michael A. 
Arbib, ]. . .], have proposed that they are preadaptations for the subsequent elaboration of language. They may 
also be precursors of the ability to take the mental perspective of others, which Byrne and others have 
regarded as necessary prerequisites for language.” Michael C. Corballis, "The Gestural Origins of Language," 
American Scientist March-April 87.2 (1999). 
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information that could be shared. [. . .] When hominids spoke, they did so 

because it would alter what their listeners thought about, aware that if they 

did it well, it would alter what their listeners thought about them (Locke 

2001, 46). 

 

Early human history was characterised by migrations impelled by war, climate change, 

accident and disease. It is therefore difficult to imagine that articulate human speech simply 

appeared.14 It more likely evolved over a long period of time in different parts of the world, 

under different conditions. While some linguists, such as the Americans Joseph H. 

Greenberg and Merritt Ruhlen with “Proto-World”15 and the Russian “Nostraticists”, have 

sought to trace human language back to a single ancestral language, others refute this 

monogenetic view. David A. Freedman and William S-Y. Wang, for instance, have 

formulated a probabilistic model for polygenesis. Moreover, they use archaeological 

evidence to show that inventions other than language such as fire, agriculture and writing, 

“occurred independently in widely scattered regions of the world” (Freedman and Wang 

1996, 134). Fischer also asserts that there “was never an Ursprache, a ‘primeval language’” 

(Fischer 1999, 56). In fact, according to Fischer, individual groups of hominids developed 

their own speech, which developed or died out as fortunes waxed and waned. He writes: 

 

Scores of thousands of languages and thousands of language families have 

come and gone without a trace. Frequent contact with neighbouring or other 

populations through trade, exogamy, migration, war and domination brought 

linguistic changes to larger and larger populations whose technological 

advances and new forms of transport in turn created their own dynamics. 

During periods of linguistic equilibrium that might have lasted for thousands 

of years, prototype languages would have formed through convergence of 
                                                                                                                                                                                 
<http://www.sigmaxi.org/amsci/articles/99articles/corballis.html>. 
14 However some linguists such as Derek Bickerton do suppose that language evolved out of a single 
catastrophic event, coinciding with the appearance of Homo sapiens in Africa. See: Derek Bickerton, 
Language and Human Behavior (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1995). 
15 See: Joseph H. Greenberg, Christy G. Turner II and Stephen L. Zegura, "The Settlement of the Americas: A 
Comparison of the Linguistic, Dental, and Genetic Evidence," Current Anthropology 27.5 (1986).; Joseph H. 

  - 19  
 
 



  

several different tongues. These periods then ended suddenly, creating 

families of languages with family trees. It was perhaps this repeated process 

of protracted linguistic equilibrium being, over eons, intermittently 

punctuated by abrupt change to create language families, that generated the 

languages we speak today (Fischer 1999, 57-58). 

 

The fact that, from prehistory, languages probably evolved separately among particular 

groups of individuals living in different parts of the globe and that they developed as 

contact between different groups occurred before dying out or converging to create new 

languages or language groups, puts paid to the biblical premise of the curse of Babel. Never 

were we all speaking the same language. 

 

1.2.2 Language and Empire, Round 1: Greek and Roman 

Universalism 
 

Let us fast forward a little, now, to the ancient Greeks, pioneers of European intellectual 

life. As early as the sixth and fifth centuries B.C., the Greeks had recorded an interest in 

language and linguistic science. Though they dismissed the languages of non-Greeks as 

bárbaroi, or barbarian,16 and saw no interest in studying them, they were fascinated by the 

particular dialects of their own language, a language that, when threatened by outside 

forces, served to unify (if temporarily) the different city states against the common enemy. 

Herodotus claimed that it was “the whole Greek community, being of one blood and one 

tongue” that defeated the invading Persians (qtd. in Robins 1998, 15). 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
Greenberg, Language in the Americas (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1987).; Merritt Ruhlen, The 
Origin of Language: Tracing the Evolution of the Mother Tongue (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1996). 
16 Harald Haarmann sees in the concept of the barbarian proof of the validity of language as a marker of 
identity in the Ancient World. He writes: “The main criterion of a barbarian was his language, because the 
Greek word barbaros means ‘a person who speaks inarticulately’ (that is, a person who does not know Greek 
and speaks an unintelligible language).” Harald Haarmann, "History," Handbook of Language and Ethnic 
Identity, ed. Joshua A. Fishman (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999) 65. 
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Throughout the Hellenistic Age, koiné, a variety of the Attic dialect, became the “standard 

language for government, trade, and education” from the eastern Mediterranean to Asia 

Minor (Robins 1998, 20). Greek took on an imperial role and this imperial position was 

justified by “asserting the benefits of Greek culture and Greek civilization that [Alexander 

and most of the Macedonian rulers of his successor states] were [. . .] imposing on the 

moribund remains of what had been the Persian Empire” (Robins 1998, 20). While the 

singular had become universal, for a while, at least, this did not mean that the conquered 

peoples abandoned their own tongues. The attested existence of bilingual speakers and 

professional interpreters indicates that Greek, or koiné, though prevalent, was used as a 

lingua franca rather than a first language in the colonial outposts.  

 

As far as linguistic theory was concerned, Plato, in his Cratylus dialogue, debated 

“language’s origin and [. . .] the relationships between words and their meanings” (Fischer 

1999, 144). For Aristotle, speech was “the representation of the experiences of the mind” 

(qtd. in Fischer 1999, 144), and the Stoics, aside from being the first to “divide language 

study into phonetics, grammar and etymology” (Fischer 1999, 145), also succeeded in 

achieving a defined place for linguistics within the overall context of philosophy. R.H. 

Robins states: 

 

The Stoics formalized the dichotomy between form and meaning, 

distinguishing in language ‘the signifier’ and the ‘signified’, in terms 

strikingly reminiscent of de Saussure’s signifiant and signifié. [. . .] it seems 

that ‘the signified’ was not just a mental impression, but something in the 

speaker’s and the hearer’s mind corresponding to an utterance in language, 

somewhat akin to the Saussurean union of sound and thought by the 

operation of la langue (Robins 1998, 21). 

 

The Sophists, who were interested in the study of rhetoric, saw language as power. Gorgias 

says: “Speech the persuader forces the persuaded mind to agree with what is said and what 

is done, [. . .] the alliance of speech and persuasion shapes the mind as it wishes” (Harland 

1999, 3). Harland observes the similarities in Sophist thought and that of the “contemporary 
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views of such thinkers as Foucault and Lyotard” (Harland 1999, 4). The movement of ideas 

from Aristotle to Bakhtin or Whorf, the Stoics to de Saussure, Gorgias to Foucault thus fits 

the cyclical pattern. 

 

When, from the third and second centuries B.C., the Romans began their conquest of the 

Hellenistic world, their language did not replace Greek. The Romans respected the Greeks 

for their intellectual and artistic superiority, and they based much of their philosophy and 

learning on that of the Greeks. The Greeks had lost their political hegemony, but their 

culture remained intact. Harland quotes Horace’s famous line: “Greece, now captive, took 

captive its wild conqueror, and introduced the arts to [Rome]” (Harland 1999, 15). The 

splitting of the Roman Empire into two divisions, the Greek-speaking east and the Latin-

speaking west reflected Rome’s attitude to Greek language and civilisation. Interestingly, 

throughout the period of the Roman Empire, “Greek was the obligatory second language of 

all educated Romans, but very few Greeks ever bothered to learn Latin” (Harland 1999, 

15).  

 

While Greek prevailed in the East, Latin “became the language of administration, business, 

law, learning, and social advancement” in the western provinces (Robins 1998, 59). 

Eventually, Vulgar, or spoken, Latin “displaced the former languages of most of the 

western provinces, and became in the course of linguistic evolution the modern Romance, 

or neo-Latin, languages of contemporary Europe” (Robins 1998, 59). This process did not 

happen overnight. Peter Rickard, writing on the history of the French language maintains: 

 

[. . .] Romanisation and Latinisation were a very gradual process. [. . .] it 

would not be unreasonable to suppose that in the second or third century 

A.D., in areas remote from Roman supply routes, Latin would be seldom 

heard and even more seldom understood, and Gaulish the normal language 

used. For this very reason, perhaps, Gaulish eventually lost much of its 

former prestige, and came to be looked down on as the speech of rustic 

underlings. Even so, it seems to have lingered on in places until as late as the 

fifth century [. . .] (Rickard 1980, 12). 
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The Romans, though staunch imperialists, did not extend this attitude to language. 

Interpreters and translators were in great demand throughout the Empire as Romans “came 

into contact with speakers of other languages at all levels and in all places” (Robins 1998, 

59). For them, multilingualism was an achievement. It is with admiration that Aulus Gellius 

“tells of the remarkable king Mithridates of Pontus (120-63 B.C.) who was able to converse 

with any of his subjects, who fell into more than twenty different speech communities” 

(Robins 1998, 59-60).  

 

Nevertheless, for any “barbarian” with social aspirations, Latin was a necessity. As such, 

the impact of Latin on European linguistic development was formidable. From it sprang a 

number of daughter languages, most of which are still widely spoken today.  

 

1.2.3 From the Sword to the Cross: Subjugation of the Singular 

in the Middle Ages 
 

Despite the long and glorious years of empire, Roman hegemony was not to last forever. 

The singular was once again on the rise. The anarchy that followed the barbarian invasions 

throughout Europe resulted in the fragmentation of once united territories. “With the 

collapse of the Roman Empire, the unifying, centralising force of Rome collapsed too, and 

the different provinces were to an increasing extent cut off from each other” (Rickard 1980, 

15). This isolation teamed with the various linguistic inputs of invading barbarian tribes, 

led ultimately to the appearance of the individual Romance languages: French, Italian, 

Provençal, Spanish, Portuguese, Catalan, Romanian, Walloon, Rhæto-Romanic, Sardinian 

and Dalmatian. 

 

Greek language and culture, though lost to the west during the medieval period,17 

continued to hold sway in the Byzantine Empire, formerly the eastern part of the Roman 

                                                           
17 It was via the Moors that the West rediscovered Aristotle. To Spain they brought  “the richness of their 
culture, which included Aristotle, who was well known and universally admired in the Arab world. His texts 
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Empire. Thanks to the rapid spread of Christianity in the west, with Rome as the heart of 

the Roman Catholic Church, Latin retained a role in the new order emerging in Western 

Europe. Latin was not only the ecclesiastical language, but the language of learning and 

literature throughout the Middle Ages.  

 

While Latin was the official language of the Church, “Christianity has from its earliest days 

been conceived potentially as a world religion, and missionary activity has been held to be 

an important part of the work of the Church [. . .]. The contacts between Christians and 

non-Christians from the beginning involved linguistic work of a practical nature, and have 

through the course of history contributed significantly to the growth and development of 

linguistic science” (Robins 1998, 83-84). In order to convert the “heathens”, Christian 

missionaries set about learning the language of their target converts.18 Ulfilas, for example, 

translated parts of the New Testament into the Gothic language. Today, most of the 

knowledge we have of this language comes from these translations (Robins 1998, 84). 

Significantly, in 813 at the Council of Tours, French bishops agreed that “priests were to 

preach in the Romance or Germanic vernacular, called respectively the rustica romana 

lingua and the theotisca lingua ‘so that all may understand what is said’” (Rickard 1980, 

27).19

 

Nonetheless, the Church was strongly universalist in its outlook and hegemonic in nature. 

Prior to Carolingian reform,20 for example, the Church had been instrumental in curtailing 

education and censuring the “pagan” texts of Antiquity, so that only those “that were 

considered ideologically ‘correct’” were read (Seuren 1998, 30). This had a profound effect 
                                                                                                                                                                                 
became available in Latin translations from the Arabic. (The Greek language remained practically unknown 
till after 1453, when Constantinople, the capital of the Greek speaking world, was conquered by the Turks and 
the Byzantine scholars fled to Italy.)” Pieter A. M. Seuren, Western Linguistics: An Historical Introduction 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1998) 31. 
18 Witness the philosophy of the Mormons today whose young missionaries receive training in the language 
spoken in the country or region where they are to carry out their mission. 
19 Rickard writes: “By 813, the year when the term was used, we are certainly entitled to identify the rustica 
romana lingua with early O.[ld] F.[rench].” Peter Rickard, A History of the French Language (London, 
Melbourne, Sydney, Auckland, Johannesburg: Hutchinson, 1980) 28. 
20 Charlemagne (768-814), head of the Holy Roman Empire, instigated educational reform. “As part of the 
Carolingian Renaissance, the school curriculum called ‘trivium’ was restored from just school grammar to 
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on intellectual life, retarding developments in philosophy and language study until the 

thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. 

 

Medieval linguists were the first to raise the concept of an underlying universal grammar in 

language, “a recurrent quest of theoretical linguists thereafter” (Robins 1998, 90).21 Roger 

Bacon declared that “grammar was one and the same in all languages in its substance, and 

that surface differences between them are merely accidental variations” (Robins 1998, 90). 

The Speculative Grammarians sought to establish “a relation of regularity between the 

ontological and metaphysical categories thought to structure the real world, the mental 

categories of thought, and the grammatical categories of language” (Seuren 1998, 32), thus 

securing the role of the philosopher in grammatical study from this point on.  

 

In the absence of Roman military rule, the Church upheld the universalist status quo. But 

the times and the Latin language were changing. Vulgar Latin took on a life of its own, 

evolving in different directions in different regions until it was Vulgar Latin no more. From 

the universal lingua franca emerged singular vernacular languages which heralded a return 

to the particular. 

 

1.2.4 Vernacular Victory: Language in the Renaissance 
 

The hegemony of the Church that had subjugated Europeans since the end of the Roman 

Empire met its nemesis in the form of the Renaissance. The singular was once again on the 

rise. Pieter Seuren outlines the reasons for the decline of the Middle Ages as follows: 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
Grammatica, Rhetorica and Dialectica (i.e. logic), as it had been before. Both the arts and academic study 
were stimulated.” Seuren, Western Linguistics: An Historical Introduction  30. 
21 See Noam Chomsky’s theory of generative linguistics, first elaborated in: Noam Chomsky, Syntactic 
Structures (The Hague: Mouton, 1957). For another twentieth century take on language universals, see Derek 
Bickerton’s language bioprogram hypothesis. Derek Bickerton, "The Language Bioprogram Hypothesis," 
Behavioral and Brain Sciences 7 (1984). Joseph Greenberg’s work on linguistic topology also stems from a 
belief in language universals, indeed Greenberg sought to trace human language back to a single ancestral 
tongue. See, for example, Joseph H. Greenberg, ed., Universals of Human Language: Method & Theory, vol. 
1 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1978).; Greenberg, Turner II and Zegura, "The Settlement of the 
Americas: A Comparison of the Linguistic, Dental, and Genetic Evidence,".; Greenberg, Language in the 
Americas. 
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The ultimate cause is perhaps to be sought in a process of emancipation, all 

over Europe, from the all-powerful Church, as a result of improved 

education, increased urbanisation and higher standards of living, coupled 

with better communications by sea and by land. The invention of book 

printing will no doubt have contributed to the emancipation process. 

Moreover, the waves of Black Death, famine and terrible wars that 

devastated Europe during the 14th century will have forced people to rely 

more on their own devices than on prayers and divine intervention (Seuren 

1998, 38). 

 

The Renaissance saw the emergence of the nation states England, France, Spain and 

Portugal. The centralisation of courts and rulers forged a growing national consciousness. 

“And the defining ground for national consciousness was a common national language” 

(Harland 1999, 31), one that should be used in a blossoming national literature.22  

 

The view that the vernacular should be used as a literary language was not held by all. The 

humanist thrust of the Renaissance concentrated on rediscovering the works of the Ancients 

by reading them “dans le texte”,23 “Greek, Latin and Hebrew were the three languages in 

the knowledge of which the homo trilinguis of the Renaissance prided himself” (Robins 

1998, 113). The rediscovery of a “pure” Roman Latin, “distinct from the degraded Church 

Latin of the Middle Ages” presented itself as an appropriate vehicle for literature (Harland 

1999, 31). 

 

The Latinists, were, however, behind the Zeitgeist of the day. New feelings of patriotism 

toward one’s own particular territory and language were ascendant. Latin was on the way 

out. As early as the fourteenth century, Dante, in his De Vulgari Eloquentia, had argued for 

                                                           
22 Haarmann claims that the “formation of regional Romance [. . .], Slavonic [. . .] and Nordic cultures was 
intrinsically interwoven with the rise of their vernaculars to literate status.” “One can argue” he writes, “that 
language-related ethnicity in Europe has since this time been explicitly associated with the development of a 
written standard language.” Haarmann, "History,",  65. 
23 My translation: “in the original”, meaning reading them in the language that they were written in. 
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a vernacular literature. Eventually, in Italy, the Tuscan dialect took on that role. In France, 

François I replaced Latin with French as the language of administration and law courts and 

it was Joachim du Bellay’s 1549 tome, La Deffence et Illustration de la Langue Françoyse, 

that set out the case for the use of the French language in literature as a language equal to 

those of Greece or Rome. Castilian Spanish was Spain’s national language from the late 

fifteenth century, “and Charles V broke with the universalist Latin tradition in addressing 

the Pope in Spanish” (Robins 1998, 117).  

 

The invention of printing served to diffuse knowledge in the vernaculars of Europe as well 

as sowing the seeds for the emergence of monoglot reading publics. Luther’s translation of 

the Bible into German was printed in 1534. In the fifteenth century, the first grammars of 

Spanish and Italian appeared, and at the beginning of the sixteenth, the first grammars of 

French. In 1586, the first grammar of English was printed. The publication of both bilingual 

and unilingual dictionaries took off and interest in the theory and techniques of translation 

became widespread. The advent of printing teamed with the centralisation of the newly 

emerging nation states ultimately proved instrumental in the drive to create monoglot 

communities. 

 

Just as the singular languages of Europe emerged and rose up from under the imperial cloak 

of Roman Empire and Church, they were, however, about to embark on their own quest of 

universalisation. The Renaissance was also the beginning of the colonisation of the New 

World. 

 

1.2.5 Universalist Aspirations of the Singular in the New World 
 

From the fifteenth century, Europeans set forth on voyages of discovery – in search of 

trade, territories to conquer and peoples to convert to Christianity. This “early period of 

commercial and colonial expansion brought Europeans into contact with a great number of 

new languages completely unrelated to their own” (Holm 2000, 16), a phenomenon that has 

been referred to as the “discovery of Babel” (Robins 1998, 121).  
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While interest in the indigenous languages of the colonised peoples was attested by the 

writing of grammars,24 the arrival of the Europeans ultimately threatened the very existence 

of the conquered peoples, not to mention their culture and language. Evans states: 

 

Whereas a Spaniard, as early as the 1490s, coined the tag that ‘language is 

the perfect instrument of Empire’, English imperialism was the most 

precociously intolerant of all, breaking with the subtle diglossias of the later 

Middle Ages (when documents might be drawn up in French, recorded in 

Latin, and read out in English) [. . .] (Evans 1998, 20-21). 

 

The legacy of English imperialism continues today in its dominant position in the global 

world order.25 The English, though, were not the only colonisers to impose their language 

on the conquered. “[T]he French, Spanish, Portuguese, Dutch, Belgians, Germans and 

others also conquered effectively [. . .]. It is Spanish and Portuguese, not English, that  

[today] threaten the languages of Latin America” (Cunningham 2000, 54-55). 

 

Interestingly, the universalism of colonial expansion gave birth to new particular languages. 

As a result of adapting to a different environment and contact with indigenous peoples and 

speakers of other languages, new varieties of the colonisers’ tongues sprang up in the New 

World. The Portuguese spoken in Brazil is not the same as that spoken in Portugal, nor the 

Spanish of Argentina the same as the Spanish of Spain. Canadian French differs 

considerably from that of France and American English is quite distinct from that spoken in 

England. But it was not just new varieties of Old World languages that appeared. In the 

plantation, or slave colonies, completely new languages, creoles, evolved as a by-product 

of colonialism. Some examples include Haïtian Creole, Mauritian Creole, Papiamentu 

Creole Spanish, Jamaican Creole and Negerhollands Creole Dutch. While some of these 

                                                           
24 Robins writes: “From the New World, the first grammar of an American-Indian language, Tarascan 
(Mexico), was published in 1558; thereafter grammars of Quechua (Peru), Nahuatl (Mexico) and Guarani 
(Brazil) were published in 1560, 1571, and 1640, respectively [. . .].” R.H. Robins, A Short History of 
Linguistics, Fourth ed. (London and New York: Longman, 1998) 121. 
25 For an overview of English imperialism, see: Phillipson, Linguistic Imperialism. 
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languages, like Haïtian Creole, remain widely spoken today, others, such as Negerhollands, 

are all but extinct, victims of universalism and standardisation. 

 

1.2.6 Let’s Be Rational: Linguistic Thought from Neoclassicism 

to Romanticism 
 

Let us return, for the moment, to Europe where, as always, intellectual thought was on the 

move. After suffering through the fanatical religious wars of the first half of the 

seventeenth century, where individual “cults” asserted themselves against the hegemony of 

the Roman Church, the “mood of Europe swung towards reason and reasonableness” 

(Harland 1999, 39). The growing interest in the physical sciences, culminating in Newton’s 

Principia, led people to believe “that the universe ran according to fixed unalterable laws, 

which could be understood by the rational, mathematical human mind” (Harland 1999, 40). 

Attitudes to language took on a decidedly regimented bent. The impulse was toward 

simplification and standardisation. In 1635, Cardinal Richelieu, recognising the importance 

of language as an instrument of centralisation and as a reinforcement of the power of the 

monarchy, established the Académie française “to keep permanent watch and ward on the 

literary and linguistic standards of the French language” (Robins 1998, 128). In Britain, the 

Royal Society, founded in 1660, dedicated most of its early years to linguistic questions. 

 

At the same time, a philosophical debate arose that had an impact on language study. On 

the one hand, René Descartes and his rationalist followers expounded the notion that 

“innate ideas” were the basis to any certainty in human capacity for knowledge. “The 

rationalists sought for the certainty of knowledge not in the impressions of the senses, 

whose fallibility could never be wholly excluded, but in the irrefutable truths of human 

reason” (Robins 1998, 129). On the other hand, the empiricists, headed by John Locke, 

were of the opinion that it was from experience, rather than “innate ideas”, that human 

knowledge derived. In his 1690 Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Locke 

“presented the view that all non-mathematical knowledge derives from the experience of 

the sense data, which reflect the world faithfully enough to enable humans to deal with it 
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adequately. All concepts, except those that are purely a priori (as in mathematics), are 

shaped by the impact of sense data” (Seuren 1998, 55).26 Out of these two schools of 

thought, both of which celebrated Newtonian science over Aristotelianism, arose 

movements toward the creation of a universal language. 

 

Though French had displaced Latin as the language of diplomacy, learning and 

international communication in Europe,27 scholars turned their attention to inventing a new 

language “for the advancement of learning and commerce throughout the civilized world” 

(Robins 1998, 130). As new colonies were founded and maritime trade took off, Europeans 

became more aware of the extent of language diversity. The projects of new universal 

languages were “attempts at ‘debabelization’ or a restoration of the situation” (Robins 

1998, 130).  

 

One of the most radical proponents of a universal language was Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz 

who “looked forward to the day when controversies would be resolved by the mere 

invitation to sit down and calculate by the means of a newly devised universal 

symbolization of thought, free from the vagueness and uncertainties of natural languages” 

(Robins 1998, 130). Others, such as Marin Mersenne in France and Bishop John Wilkins in 

England devised universal languages based on “real characters”. While their efforts appear 

naïve today, and indeed, these languages were never adopted, they do demonstrate the 

swing to the universal that coincided with the elevation of the objectivity and rationalism of 

scientific thought. 

 

                                                           
26 This debate continues today. In 1966, Chomsky compared his standpoint to Cartesian theories, contrasting 
this with the views of Bloomfield, Paul, Saussure and Jesperson, who he believes failed to take Descartes’ 
linguistic theories seriously. He criticises them for attributing the “creative aspect of language use to 
‘analogy’ or ‘grammatical patterns’” which for him is to “use these terms in a completely metaphorical way, 
with no clear sense and with no relation to the technical usage of linguistic theory.” Noam Chomsky, 
Cartesian Linguistics: A Chapter in the History of Rationalist Thought (New York and London: Harper & 
Row, 1966) 12. 
27 In 1782, for instance, the Berlin Academy offered a prize for best essay on the subject “Qu’est-ce qui a 
rendu la langue françoise universelle?”,27 “[a] title”, writes Rickard, “which took the fact of its universality 
completely for granted: only the causes were to be discussed” Rickard, A History of the French Language  
121.  
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Science was also the impetus behind a new enquiry into the origin and development of 

human speech. Étienne Bonnot de Condillac and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, though differing 

in some of their principles, believed in monogenesis, in a divine origin for language.28 

Poetry and song were seen as precursors to prose. Importantly, the notion that all human 

language derived from a single source indicated the overriding universalist philosophy of 

the time. 

 

Johann Gottfried Herder, although adhering to this monogenetic view of language origin, 

had a vision of “the collective individuality of a society” (Harland 1999, 62). According to 

Herder: “Every culture and every age has its own unique character, its own distinctive way 

of thinking and experiencing. And crucial to this way of thinking and experiencing is a 

distinctive language” (Harland 1999, 62). This assertion foreshadowed a resurgence of 

interest in the particular. 

 

Herder also espoused shared multilingualism, advising the leaders of the day, “a ruler 

[should] not only tolerate but honor the various languages of his nationalities… [in order] 

to plant the seed of well-being for the most distant future” (qtd. in Fishman 1985, 453). For 

Herder, multilingualism was important for both the haves and the have-nots, any loss of 

language was to be mourned.  

 

This philosophy stands in marked contrast to that of the French revolutionaries who saw 

monolingualism as the manifestation of égalité. Only with linguistic unity, it was claimed, 

                                                           
28 The popular view of the time was that language had originated in the Garden of Eden. Before the Fall, 
Adam, in a state of perfect or divine knowledge, named things. It was believed that because of his divine state 
of knowledge, Adam’s “names” bore a natural relation to the things they named. “Since all mankind 
descended from Adam and Eve, all languages had a single origin and exhibited certain common features.” 
Stevan R. Harnad, Horst D. Steklis and Jane Lancaster, "An Outline of Language-Origins Theory since the 
Renaissance," From Locke to Saussure: Essays on the Study of Language and Intellectual History, ed. Hans 
Aarsleff (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982) 281. After the Babylonian Confusion, it was 
assumed that the single human language “had been scattered into mutually unintelligible forms of speech, [but 
that] it was still possible that the original elements of the pre-Babylonian natural language had been preserved 
in the new language.” Harnad, Steklis and Lancaster, "An Outline of Language-Origins Theory since the 
Renaissance,", 282. Naturally enough, these theories sparked much scholarly effort into the search for 
linguistic universals and tracing those original elements through numerous languages in an attempt to arrive at 
the Adamic language.  
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could a “République une et indivisible”,29 be viable. In his Rapport sur la nécessité et les 

moyens d’anéantir les patois et d’universaliser la langue française, the Abbé Grégoire 

argues strongly for the eradication of all patois on the grounds that they hinder progress and 

threaten national security. While Grégoire does not go so far as to call for a single world 

language, claiming, “[u]ne langue universelle est, dans son genre, ce que la pierre 

philosophale est en chimie”,30 he campaigns for the adoption of French by all French men 

and women at the expense of their local languages. He writes: “Mais au moins on peut 

uniformer le langage d’une grande nation, de manière que tous les citoyens qui la 

composent puissent sans obstacle se communiquer leurs pensées” (Grégoire 1794).31

 

In the early nineteenth century, Wilhelm von Humboldt emerged as one of the era’s most 

original thinkers. Though he saw the capacity for language as universal, he took up 

Herder’s argument “in asserting the individuality of each different language as a peculiar 

property of the nation or the group who speak it” (Robins 1998, 165). Fischer describes 

Humboldtian theory thus: 

 

Every language on Earth is an individual creation of those who speak it, 

with the innere Sprachform – the internal structure of the language – 

imposing patterns and rules, some of which are language-specific but others 

common to all humankind (language universals). Each tongue is the reflex 

of past languages and each word in a language presupposes the entirety of its 

tongue within a semantic and grammatical framework. Differences between 

languages lie not merely in sounds but in complete Weltansichten – attitudes 

and understanding of the world (Fischer 1999, 160). 

 

 

 

                                                           
29 My translation: “[a] single and indivisible republic.” 
30 My translation: “A universal language is, in its own way, what the philosopher’s stone is to Alchemy.” 
31 My translation: “But at least we can make our great nation’s language uniform so that all its citizens can 
communicate their thoughts without hindrance.” 
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Humboldt was, however, Eurocentric, even racist, taking it upon himself to rank languages 

and cultures. Seuren writes: “Humboldt [. . .] insisted that some languages and cultures are 

superior to others. In his eyes, languages with flectional morphology were both the 

expression and source of superior intellect and civilisation. In fact, one may say that his 

life’s work was dedicated to the bolstering of this notion of inequality among languages 

and peoples” (Seuren 1998, 110). 

 

From the late eighteenth century, and under the influence of Romantic German 

intellectuals, such as Humboldt, “Europe had been swept by the romantic passion for the 

pure, simple and uncorrupted peasantry, and for this folkloric rediscovery of ‘the people’, 

the vernacular languages it spoke were crucial” (Hobsbawm 1994, 179). Dialectology, the 

study of dialects, grew in popularity throughout the nineteenth century, reflecting renewed 

interest in the particular as well as sowing the seeds for the nationalist movements that were 

to follow.32 An ideological clash was brewing. 

 

1.2.7 From the Modern to the Postmodern: The Singular 

Within the Universal Within the Singular Within… 
 

Modernity refers to “the period in Western history starting from the late sixteenth century 

or early seventeenth century [. . .] up to the present” (Firat and Venkatesh 1995, 240). 

Generally “perceived as positivistic, technocratic, and rationalistic, universal modernism 

has been identified with the belief in linear progress, absolute truths, the rational planning 

of ideal social orders, and the standardization of knowledge and production” (Harvey 1989, 

9). It is also synonymous with the emergence of industrial capitalism. 

 

                                                           
32 It is worth noting that, prior to this, dialects were seen as something of a joke in high or canonical literature. 
One only needs to read Molière’s comedies to appreciate French attitudes to dialect speakers. However, 
throughout Europe “standard” languages were languages of the educated elite. The majority of the population 
spoke dialect or were bilingual in dialect and the “standard” language. It was not until mass education was 
introduced, and later via the media of radio and television, that standardisation occurred across the board.  
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As we have seen, the Enlightenment thinkers strove through objective, scientific means to 

reveal the “universal, eternal, and the immutable qualities of all humanity”, manifesting 

itself in an interest in universal languages (Harvey 1989, 12). Max Weber argues, however, 

that the product of the Enlightenment was the triumph of “purposive-instrumental 

rationality”. “This form of rationality”, proclaims Weber, “affects and infects the entire 

range of social and cultural life encompassing economic structures, law, bureaucratic 

administration and even the arts. The growth of [purposive-instrumental rationality] does 

not lead to the concrete realization of universal freedom but to the creation of an ‘iron cage’ 

of bureaucratic rationality from which there is no escape” (qtd. in Harvey 1989, 13). 

 

As scientific, technological and economic progress forged ahead, along with rapid 

urbanisation, mechanisation and migration, critical voices were heard over the clanking of 

the machines. In the nineteenth century, Matthew Arnold condemned the sacrifice of 

human culture to mechanism and technology. He wrote: “Our august Constitution 

sometimes looks … a colossal machine for the manufacture of Philistines” (qtd. in Harland 

1999, 87). However, other intellectuals, belonging to the Naturalist and Realist schools, 

continued to embrace the objectivity of science. 

 

With universalism at the fore, the European powers reaped the benefits of their vast 

empires. In the colonies, the indigenous peoples, the “Other” were under the thumbs of the 

colonisers. They were losing their individual languages and cultures to those of the 

dominators. The belief in the superiority of one’s own culture, of which Humboldt is 

accused, was nothing new. Without such a belief, the horrors of slavery could not have 

been accepted by the European colonists, nor indeed could the whole ideology behind 

colonial expansion that, in the western world, had started with the Greeks.  

 

In Europe, however, this concept, cultural superiority for some, cultural equality for others, 

was being seized upon by individual ethnic groups. After the American Declaration of 

Independence and the French Revolution, and in reaction to the renewed imperialism of 

Napoleon, “civic ideas of national autonomy, unity, and identity” were diffused across 

Europe (Hutchinson and Smith 1994, 7). In the nineteenth century, the legacy of patriotism 

  - 34  
 
 



  

and loyalty to one’s king (or queen) and country that had started with the formation of the 

nation states, manifested itself in nationalism. Taking their cue from the earlier Romantic 

folklorists, many nationalist movements were linguistically driven. 

 

Throughout Europe, pockets of ethnic groups began asserting their right to break free from 

the hegemony of imperial powers and establish their own identities.33 From 1830, a number 

of new European states were created, often based on linguistic divisions. Ironically, this 

attachment to a national language posited the nation as “essentially a mono-linguistic (read 

mono-cultural) unit” (Crowley 1996, 48).34 Stephen Barbour affirms that in “the history of 

the 19th and 20th centuries as populations [came] to see themselves as nations, so they [. . .] 

sought to present their language varieties not only as languages distinct from all others, but 

also as single, unified languages” (Barbour 1996, 33). Tony Crowley describes nineteenth 

century Europe thus: 

 

There began to be marked then a pattern of historical emergence: nations 

awakening from a long sleep, or, even more impressively, though it was 

sometimes difficult to tell the difference between the two, nations appearing 

where none had existed before. Nationalism in its political and military form 

when it was possible, and cultural nationalism more generally, set Europe 

ablaze: from Germany to Poland, from Hungary to Czekoslovakia (sic), 

from Young Italy to Young Ireland. Collections of ancient songs and 

proverbs, books of folklore, wordbooks and dictionaries, aids to grammar 

and spelling; these were all used as tools (Crowley 1996, 49). 

 

                                                           
33 The idea that language is essential for cultural identity is a hotly debated issue. In Crystal, Language Death  
119-26. there is a discussion of some of the arguments for language as an essential and non-essential part of 
cultural identity. Crystal asserts that, “whichever cultural theory we adopt, ‘language always plays an 
important part’.” Crystal, Language Death  119, note 44. 
34 Compulsory education and the print media proved a major impetus for the standardisation of national 
languages. The invention of radio and television in the twentieth century, though, proved a standardising 
juggernaut. 
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The linguist Crowley cites influential linguist of the period, Max Müller, as saying, 

“Nations and languages against dynasties and treaties, this is what has remodelled, and will 

remodel still more, the map of Europe” (qtd. in Crowley 1996, 49).  

 

In many ways, the nationalist reaction was also very much one against the modern 

condition. Eric Hobsbawm states: 

 

It is hardly surprising that nationalism gained ground so rapidly from the 

1870s to 1914. It was a function of both social and political changes, not to 

mention an international situation that provided plenty of pegs on which to 

hang manifestos of hostility to foreigners. Socially three developments gave 

considerably increased scope for the development of novel forms of 

inventing ‘imagined’ or even actual communities as nationalities: the 

resistance of traditional groups threatened by the onrush of modernity, the 

novel and quite non-traditional classes and strata now rapidly growing in the 

urbanizing societies of developed countries, and the unprecedented 

migrations which distributed a multiple diaspora of peoples across the globe, 

each strangers to both natives and other migrant groups, none, as yet, with 

the habits and conventions of coexistence (Hobsbawm 1994, 183). 

 

At the same time as these nationalist movements were gaining ground, the modern 

universal push of economics was charging ahead. Just as world trade reached its apogee in 

1914, though, the nationalist tensions that had been building came to a head with the 

outbreak of the First World War.  

 

By the end of the conflict in 1918, Europe was almost unrecognisable. “The dynasties and 

empires of the Hapsburgs in Austria-Hungary, the Hohenzollerns in Germany, and the 

Romanovs in Russia had all fallen; and the regimes and states which had sought to replace 

them were struggling to come into being amid sporadic fighting and a fog of uncertainty. 

Three great autocratic powers had collapsed, and the parliamentary democracies of western 

Europe, along with the greatest of democratic powers, the USA, were intact and victorious” 
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(Bell 1989, 16). Yet, despite the Allies’ claims that they were fighting for self-

determination, their real outlook was very much universalist. They kept their colonies and 

then divided up those of the defeated nations among themselves. They also imposed a 

crushing peace agreement upon Germany, which would come back to haunt them a few 

decades later. At the same time, they created the League of Nations, a universalist body 

designed to act as the guardian of world peace.  

 

Linguistically speaking, this chapter in history denoted the demise of French as the 

international language of diplomacy. The equal status awarded French and English during 

the post-war peace talks and the fact that the Treaty of Versailles was drawn up in both 

languages “led to [French and English] becoming the official languages of the League of 

Nations and of the Permanent Court of International Justice” (Phillipson 1992, 33). 

According to Phillipson, the French “were adamantly opposed to the upgrading of English, 

but the presence of the Americans at the peace conferences was decisive. The French were 

well aware that the recognition of equal status for English marked the end of the era of 

French linguistic pre-eminence” (Phillipson 1992, 33). 

 

Despite its obvious international influence, the United States was not yet ready to take on 

the mantle of world policeman. It would take another world war before it would adopt that 

role. Instead, America opted to withdraw from European affairs, indeed world affairs, 

declining membership of the League of Nations and retreating into isolationism. 

 

Europe remained a hotbed of tension. The imbalance of power in the west, Germany’s 

bitterness over the Versailles Diktat and the flourishing of nationalist movements in the east 

as the newly created states failed to satisfy the needs and wants of all the linguistic/ethnic 

groups concerned, all contributed to a climate of continual conflict. Eventually, as the 

imperialistic nature of Hitler’s Germany became all too obvious, Europe found itself once 

again at war. This time, however, the world would emerge repelled by the horrors of the 

“dark side” of nationalism upon which the Nazi state was founded.35 In an attempt to link 

                                                           
35 Science, in the shape of nineteenth century social Darwinism, had rendered the notion of racism acceptable 
to many nationalist causes. “Darwinian evolutionism, supplemented by what later came to be known as 
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language to racial superiority, Hermann Gauch, one of Hitler’s “scientists”, demonstrates 

the dehumanisation of the “Other” very clearly. He declares: 

 

The Nordic race alone can emit sounds of untroubled clearness, whereas 

among non-Nordics the pronunciation is…like noises made by animals, such 

as barking, sniffing, snoring, squeaking [. . .]. That birds can learn to talk 

better than other animals is explained by the fact that their mouths are 

Nordic in structure (qtd. in Fishman 1985, 11). 

 

At the same time, ideological conflict arose as two new powers took centre stage in world 

politics – the United States and the Soviet Union. The Cold War, which would last for most 

of the remainder of the twentieth century, had begun. 

 

In the meantime, the notion of self-determination took hold in imperial outposts as the 

process of decolonisation, supported by the charter of the United Nations, got under way. 

Reacting against the linguistic oppression of the former colonial power, newly independent 

countries had as a priority the instatement of a national language. As early as 1908, Ghandi 

emotively outlined the sentiment that took hold throughout the postcolonial world: 

 

To give millions a knowledge of English is to enslave them … Is it not a 

painful thing that, if I want to go to a court of justice, I must employ the 

English language as a medium; that, when I became a Barrister, I may not 

speak my mother-tongue, and that someone else should have to translate to 

me from my own language? Is this not absolutely absurd? Is it not a sign of 

slavery? (qtd. in Crystal 1997)  

 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
genetics”, claims Hobsbawm, “provided racism with what looked like a powerful set of ‘scientific’ reasons 
for keeping out or even, as it turned out, expelling and murdering strangers.” Eric Hobsbawm, "The Rise of 
Ethno-Linguistic Nationalisms," Nationalism, ed. John Hutchinson and Anthony D. Smith (Oxford and New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1994) 182. The Nazis took this tenet to its most extreme in the 
implementation of the “Final Solution”. 
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Ironically, as many countries in the world gained independence, more and more countries 

in Eastern Europe were annexed by the Soviet Union, which, under Stalin, set about 

imposing Russian on all, and sundry. The Soviet case in fact offers an interesting linguistic 

example of the cycle of the singular and universal. Under the Tsar, Russian had been 

imposed throughout the empire. When the Bolsheviks took control, this policy was 

reversed. Lenin “forcefully stated that all languages, however small or apparently 

insignificant and lacking a written tradition, were to be considered as absolutely equal, and 

that all citizens were entitled to education in their native tongues” (Lepschy 1994, 8). The 

singularity of Lenin contrasted sharply with the universalist nature of Stalin who “reverted 

to the imposition of Russian [. . .], and advocated the use of Cyrillic also for languages 

which had been originally endowed with a Latin alphabet. In 1958-9 the principle of 

education in the mother tongue was officially abandoned” (Lepschy 1994, 8-9). The 

eventual disintegration of the Soviet Bloc in the 1990s has led to the formation of new 

linguistically and / or ethnically defined nation states. Out of the fragmentation of the 

universal has risen the particular. 

 

Parallel to the Soviet Union, the United States set about conquering the world in its own 

way. Though not averse to military strikes by any means, American domination has been 

perhaps more insidious. Masquerading under the banner of freedom, justice and 

democracy, and with all the charm of a Hollywood star, America has proceeded to strike at 

the very heart of the singular, spreading a cultural universalism that has taken over the 

world. In Baudrillard’s view: 

 

America [. . .] is everywhere, and [. . .] it permeates – in terms of culture, 

economics, mores, technology – every country, every continent, every 

individual [. . .] however much we may resist it, America is in each and 

every one of us and we are, each and every one of us, in some way 

Americans (Baudrillard 2001). 

 

Hand in hand has come, of course, the rise of English as a “global” language. Denis 

Cunningham comments: 
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In the last 50 years, it is the Stars and Stripes [. . .] that has led to English 

emerging from the pack to take it to the forefront of languages spoken, 

taught and learned across the globe. While the initial inroads historically 

were military, the emergence of English as the global language in the second 

half of the twentieth century has been underpinned by more than military 

might. Other critical factors include; prosperity, commerce, industry, 

technology, media, (electronic) communication, the Internet, the arts, 

cinema and popular music – and a seemingly unbridled desire to associate 

with whatever is American. And with this widespread trend comes the wish 

to espouse English (Cunningham 2000, 55). 

 

The media and technological advances that, in the second half of the twentieth century, 

served to spread the use of the English language around the world, also, along with 

integrated national education systems, served to standardise national languages. This 

journey toward standardisation had begun with the establishment of nation states in the 

sixteenth century, but the reality was that dialects had coexisted alongside the accepted 

norm. Not until the universalism of twentieth century media – radio and television, did 

these minority tongues face extinction. However, just when death looked certain, the cycle 

turned again. 

 

It seems pertinent to mention here that universalists tend to equate standardisation and 

monolingualism with stability. Commenting on the myth that multilingualism is divisive, 

Joshua A. Fishman observes: 

 

There is a liberal integrationist bias [. . .] that equates ethnolinguistic 

multiplicity with invidiousness and hatred whilst incorporative 

monolingualism (incorporative into one’s own language to be sure) is 

equated with peace and plenty. This is often nothing but cruel self-
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aggrandizement, sanctimoniously masquerading as sanity and progress 

(Fishman 1985, 447).36

 

As a capitalist, technologically driven, modern nation, the United States seemed the very 

symbol of universality. But the outward mask of unity hid a racially divided nation. In the 

1960s, “a period in which the Western capitalist uniformizing ethos was found wanting in 

many ways” (Fishman 1985, xii) the Civil Rights movement shook American society and 

triggered similar ethnic revivalist movements throughout the world. Accompanying these 

movements came a resurgence in interest in the conservation and fostering of minority 

languages and cultures – Welsh, Irish, Catalan, Basque, Maori to name but a very few. 

Hutchinson and Smith write, “the appearance of movements demanding ethnic autonomy 

(sometimes outright independence) in Quebec, Scotland, Wales, Flanders, Brittany, 

Corsica, Euzkadi, Catalonia, and other ‘ethno-regions’ in old-established western states 

undermined many common assumptions about modernization and democracy” (Hutchinson 

and Smith 1994, 10). Within the modern system, a new philosophy was surfacing – 

postmodernism – a philosophy that embraced difference and heterogeneity over modern 

universalism. 

 

Terry Eagleton, a leading figure of postmodernism, claims: “We are now in the process of 

wakening from the nightmare of modernity, with its manipulative reason and fetish of the 

totality, into the laid-back pluralism of the post-modern, that heterogeneous range of life-

styles and language games which has renounced the nostalgic urge to totalize and 

legitimate itself” (qtd. in Harvey 1989, 9).  

 

Some of the central concerns of postmodern thought are “ideas of culture, language, 

aesthetics, narratives, symbolic modes, and literary expressions and meanings. In 

modernism, these are all considered secondary to economy, science, concrete 

objectifications, analytical constructs, essences, and metaphorical representations. In terms 

                                                           
36 Peter Mühlhäusler maintains that the “idea of the modern nation-state [. . .] provides a powerful inspiration 
for those who are committed to reducing linguistic diversity: a common language is often seen as a necessary 
binding ingredient for new nations.” Mühlhäusler, "Babel Revisited,",  159. 
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of processes, modernism is more interested in continuities, progressions, stable order, and 

harmony. Postmodernism considers these processes to be illusory and fictional and argues 

that the micropractices of everyday life, discontinuities, pluralities, chaos, instabilities, 

constant changes, fluidities, and paradoxes better define the human condition” (Firat and 

Venkatesh 1995, 243).  

 

Postmodernism, however, exists within and emerges out of the modern, just as the 

particular exists alongside the universal. Society today continues to be based, in many 

ways, on the tenets of modernism – economics, science and rationality. Some argue that in 

this system, monolingualism, the adoption of the dominant tongue, is thus the most rational 

way to maximise efficiency. Others disagree. Individual communities are rising up, 

protesting, claiming autonomy and fighting for their language and culture.  

 

The historical vacillation from national fervour to universalism, from ethnic revival to 

globalisation has had its parallel in twentieth century linguistic study. Two contrasting 

views, reflecting the singular versus universal theme and indicative of the debate, merit 

some discussion here. 

 

Drawing on Humboldtian ideas, American linguists Franz Boas and Edward Sapir saw 

language as intimately connected “with the whole way of life and way of thought of its 

speakers” (Robins 1998, 236). “If the characteristic physical environment of a people is to a 

large extent reflected in its language,” Sapir claims, “this is true to an even greater extent of 

its social environment” (Sapir 2001, 17). As descriptive or structural linguists, and as such 

owing much to the “father” of modern linguistics, Ferdinand de Saussure, Boas and Sapir, 

along with Leonard Bloomfield, dedicated their time to the study of preliterate American-

Indian languages.  

 

Sapir’s most famous student, Benjamin Lee Whorf, also based his Whorf hypothesis on his 

work on the American Indian language, Hopi. He built upon the premises of his teacher, 

claiming that “every language must be understood in terms of its own categories, rather 

than in terms of any purportedly universal but, more likely, Standard Average European 

  - 42  
 
 



  

(SAE) categories” (Fishman 1985, 453). Moreover, he avers that “seeing the world through 

another grammar is a beneficial, enriching, valuable experience” (Fishman 1985, 453). 

Whorf stressed that ethnolinguistic communities have their unique world view and that it is 

their language that provides systematic clues to what those views are. Finally, Whorf was a 

strong proponent of multilingualism, vehemently against the call for widespread imposition 

of English as the universal language. He argues: 

 

[T]o restrict thinking to the patterns merely of English, and especially to 

those patterns that represent the acme of plainness in English, is to lose a 

power of thought which, once lost, can never be regained. It is the ‘plainest’ 

English which contains the greatest number of unconscious assumptions 

about nature. This is the trouble with schemes like basic English, in which 

an eviscerated British English, with its concealed premises working harder 

than ever, is to be fobbed off on an unsuspecting world as the substance of 

pure Reason itself. We handle even our plain English with much greater 

effect if we direct it from the vantage point of a multilingual awareness. For 

this reason I believe that those who envision a future world speaking only 

one tongue [. . .] hold a misguided ideal and would do the evolution of the 

human mind the greatest disservice (Whorf 1971, 244). 

 

The behaviourism and empiricism of Boas, Sapir and Whorf stand in stark contrast to the 

rationality of Chomsky and his followers. Like the Cartesian rationalists, Chomsky 

subscribes to the concept of “innate ideas”, regarding the brain as “genetically endowed 

with a rich and fairly detailed programme for receiving, interpreting, storing, and using the 

random information supplied by the senses” (Robins 1998, 262). Unlike the empiricists 

who look on language from the outside, he is interested in looking at language from the 

inside, aiming to reveal the deep structures of universal grammar. 

 

By the end of the twentieth century, the cycle was continuing, the same 

empiricist/rationalist or singular/universal debate that had been raging for millennia 

remained.  
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1.2.8 Contemporary Trends in Language  
 

The rejection of the beliefs and practices of previous generations, is a curious phenomenon 

of human society. This predisposition causes the ebb and flow of ideas from one generation 

to the next resulting in, as we have seen so far, a circular model of superposing 

philosophies. It is important to note that the singular and universal are inseparable concepts, 

the singular always inhabiting the universal, and within the singular exist many more 

fragments of particularities. Linguistically speaking, this can be demonstrated in the 

existence of dialects or patois alongside a standard language. Although certain periods have 

displayed trends toward the universal or singular, debate has always existed. The present-

day situation is no exception.  
 

In the universalist camp today are those who argue that increasing globalisation calls for a 

common world language. Most proclaim English as the reigning and future lingua franca, 

though there are a few who, like the eighteenth century Enlightenment thinkers, envisage 

the creation of a new universal language, based on current languages or even signs. On the 

other side are the particularists who underline the fact that speaking one’s own tongue is a 

basic human right and highlight the cultural and political dangers of linguistic imperialism. 

Unlike the universalists, the particularists see a multilingual or plurilingual future for the 

world’s citizens, one in which the monolingualism of the “Other” is to be avoided at all 

costs. 

 

1.2.8.1 Everyone Speaks English, Right? 
 

In recent times, the media, intellectuals, business people and even linguists have been 

caught up in the universal wave of globalisation, equating the notion of “one world” with 

“one language”. The average Anglophone, or English language learner for that matter, 

generally perceives English as a “passport to the world”. English has been proclaimed the 

lingua franca for global interaction, the only language one needs for success. Typical of 
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such views are statements like this from an Australian businessman, “English is the 

business language of the world. Even in Asia, where Japan is the dominant economic 

power, the business language is still English. It is easier for them to speak English than it is 

for us to speak Indonesian or Thai” (Tisdell 1998, 140), or this from a New Zealand 

student, “Why do we need to bother with other languages? Surely they all speak English, 

don’t they?” (East 2000, 9). 

 

Advocates of English as the new universal language cite English colonisation of preceding 

centuries, the dominance of the United Sates in world politics and business since World 

War II, the prevalence of English in the media and technology and the internationalisation 

(or globalisation) of society as reasons for it occupying and continuing to occupy its 

influential position (Truchot 1994) (Kemper 1999). In their view, this dominance is set to 

continue. Kate Kuffner pictures the expansion of English as a catalyst to create European 

unity. She writes: “National pride could hinder progress to such a goal: but because the 

world is becoming more international, ‘multinationalism has a chance to win the battle over 

nationalism’ [. . .]. In the future, the people of this shrinking global village may just decide 

to cooperate” (Kuffner 1988, 61).  

 

This type of universalist sentiment fits nicely into the common discourse of English as an 

international language.  Alastair Pennycook summarises the main arguments of this 

discourse as follows: 

 

By and large, the spread of English is considered to be natural, neutral and 

beneficial. It is considered natural because, although there may be some 

critical reference to the colonial imposition of English, its subsequent 

expansion is seen as a result of inevitable global forces. It is seen as neutral 

because it is assumed that once English has in some sense become detached 

from its original cultural contexts (particularly England and America), it is 

now a neutral and transparent medium of communication. And it is 

considered beneficial because a rather blandly optimistic view of 
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international communication assumes that this occurs on a cooperative and 

equitable footing (Pennycook 1994, 9).37

 

Some writers have predicted that if English is to be the world language, it will be a new 

form of English that reflects the input of the vast array of mother tongues of non-native 

speakers. When pondering on the English spoken in 50 or 100 years from now, 

Cunningham outlines the importance of speakers of English as a second or foreign 

language. “Despite standards of English of the ‘Inner Circle’ being showered 

internationally from above through satellite broadcasts of CNN, the BBC and others, 

language usage on the ground is likely to take the Englishes in many divergent directions, 

reducing mutual intelligibility, as more use English already as a second or ‘foreign’ 

language for communication – as a lingua franca – than use it as a first language for 

interaction” (Cunningham 2000, 56). He also foresees a shift in rhythm from the current 

stress-timed rhythm to the syllable-timed rhythm more typical of speakers of “the Englishes 

of Indian linguist Braj Kachru’s ‘Outer Circle’” (Cunningham 2000, 57).38   
 

Cunningham, however, is by no means a champion of English in the role of global lingua 

franca. He is quick to point out a number of trends that could halt the advance of English, 

including: 

 

                                                           
37 These types of claims are strongly countered by Phillipson, who asserts: “It is important to identify the 
purposes and interests served by a given language. Thus a conclusion that particular functions of English may 
be de-ethnicized should not be taken as meaning that the language is neutral or has no cultural or ideological 
baggage. As English is often a language of power, not least in postcolonial and supranational contexts, the 
power relations exercised in and through English are decisive for the choice of this language rather than 
others. The discourses in which English is used, political, scientific, commercial, and so forth, serve to 
constitute and shape the reality that its users experience.” Robert Phillipson, "Political Science," Handbook of 
Language and Ethnic Identity, ed. Joshua A. Fishman (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999) 
103. 
38 Braj Kachru divides the varieties of English spoken in the world into three concentric circles. These are: the 
Inner Circle (e.g. USA, UK, Canada, Australia, New Zealand), the Outer Circle (e.g. Bangladesh, Ghana, 
India, Kenya, Malaysia, Nigeria, Pakistan, Philippines, Singapore, Sri Lanka, Tanzania, Zambia), and the 
Expanding Circle (e.g. China, Caribbean countries, Egypt, Indonesia, Israel, Japan, Korea, Nepal, Saudi 
Arabia, South Africa, South America, Taiwan, CIS, Zimbabwe). Qtd. in Cunningham, "Meeting the 
Challenges of Global Multilingualism in an Age of Technological Evolution,": 55. 
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- the impact of immigration, particularly from Latin America, on the United 

States, leading perhaps to English/Spanish bilingualism in the Americas thus 

undermining the hegemony of English;  

- the possibility that Latin America could become the next powerful economic 

conglomerate worldwide; 

- the fact that Spanish has more native-speakers worldwide than English;  

- the increase in air travel within Asia that may result in airlines and travellers 

using Mandarin as their lingua franca; 

- the importance of intellectual exports from India and the impact of Hindi and 

Urdu (predicted to be the languages spoken by most native speakers after 

Chinese in 2050) on global interaction;  

- the fact that English will not be the only acceptable lingua franca in the 

European Union; and 

-    the possibility of a global backlash toward English (Cunningham 2000, 57-58). 

 

Stephen Fischer, however, has no such reservations. For him, English is the only language 

for the future. He predicts that only Mandarin Chinese, Spanish and English will survive 

the next 300 years, though some “smaller, rich societies (such as Japan, the German-

speaking nations, France, Italy and others) might be able to retain their tongues as local 

vestiges for several hundred years more, for cultural reasons” (Fischer 1999, 219). He 

envisages a period of bilingualism, where people will speak their local language as well as 

International Standard English, but by “the late twenty-fourth century, only English could 

well be left as the world’s sole surviving language, together with its sign language 

counterpart” (Fischer 1999, 219). And thereafter? Fischer goes on to paint an anglocentric 

universalist’s utopia: 

 

Once humankind settles the Solar System then a new form of – perhaps – 

English might be spoken in the not-too-distant future. One can imagine the 

descendants of the multi-ethnic, presumably International Standard English-

speaking colonists on Mars, for example, displaying by the end of the 

twenty-second century characteristic linguistic innovations not known in 
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Earthern English. In this case a separate dialect will emerge, a Martian 

English that is immediately identifiable to those who do not speak it. But 

because of regular interplanetary communication this new form of English 

will probably remain a dialect and not become a separate language and 

mutual comprehension between speakers of Martian English and Earthern 

English will be easily maintained. Diachronically replacing International 

Standard English, an Interplanetary English might emerge (Fischer 1999, 

219). 

 

Sci-fi fantasies aside, Fischer believes that English is and will remain the dominant world 

language as it is upon “a technological base that is English-speaking and English-defined” 

that the world’s economic and political future is being secured. As such, the peoples of the 

world must adopt English if they are to prosper and woe betide them if they do not.  

 

Fischer bases many of his predictions on technological factors. For instance, he states that 

80% of Internet data is currently in the English language and that “this alone might ensure 

English’s position as the world’s most popular language well into the twenty-second 

century, if not longer” (Fischer 1999, 218). However, the latest figures available for 

languages used on the internet contradict Fischer’s findings. At the beginning of 2000, only 

51% of the 302 million internet-users had access to English while 48.7% (147 million) 

were non English speakers, 96 million of whom spoke a European language (Global 

Internet Statistics (by Language) 2000). By 2005, it is projected that 265 million English 

speakers (26%) and 749 million non English speakers will be on-line (Evolution and 

Projections of Online Linguistic Populations 2000). Having a website in English alone, 

therefore, will not suffice in the competitive world of e-commerce. 

 

In contrast to Fischer, prominent psychologist and linguist Steven Pinker posits that English 

will not drive other languages to extinction and may not even survive as the world’s lingua 

franca. He maintains: 
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Today one out of five earthlings speaks some English, and many of the rest 

want to learn it. But the fate of Latin reminds us that the reign of English 

may be short. English is dominant not because it is inherently superior but 

because it is the main language of science and technology, of the Internet, of 

popular culture and of international business and law. Any language, 

however, can be adapted to modern needs. In a few decades, Hebrew went 

from a language of scripture and prayer to a language used by designers of 

high-tech fighter planes. The convenience of English trades off against pride 

in the local language, as we see in Quebec, where the language police have 

confiscated Dunkin’ Donuts bags and forced delicatessens to rename 

themselves ‘charcuteries’. The Internet is becoming polyglot, and with 

improving translation engines, English will not be indispensable much 

longer on the Web. Sensitive to local tastes, CNN and MTV now produce 

programming in other languages (Pinker 1999). 

 

As Pinker himself says, however, “[p]redicting the course of language over long periods of 

time is about as easy as predicting the weather” (Pinker 1999). Nevertheless, and despite 

loud exclamations to the contrary, the signs seem to be pointing away from English 

universalism. What, then, are the prospects for other universal options? 

 

1.2.8.2 Just Add a Pinch of Italian, a Dash of German and Mix 

Well: Concocting Artificial Languages 
 

A number of artificial “universal” languages exist, though none of them have native 

speakers and none look likely to emerge as prospective linguae francae in the twenty-first 

century.39 The most successful of these man-made languages is Esperanto, which counts an 

                                                           
39 “There have been many attempts” writes  Mühlhäusler, “to replace the diversity of human languages with a 
single language. This goal was vigorously pursued by the philosophers of the European Enlightenment and, in 
the latter half of the nineteenth century, by the supporters of artificial languages such as Volapük and 
Esperanto which attracted millions of followers around the globe. Many Esperantists hoped not only that 
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estimated 15 million speakers. Part French, part Latin, part German and part Slavic, 

Esperanto was invented in 1887 “by a polyglot Jewish Pole called Ludwig Lazarus 

Zamenhoff” (Newark 2000, 140). While posing little threat today, in 1966 “a petition with 

a million signatures proposing Esperanto as the official language for the whole world was 

put to a vote at the United Nations. It was only barely defeated” (Newark 2000, 140). 

Reduced languages such as C.K. Ogden’s BASIC (British, American, Scientific, 

International, Commercial) English, Simplified English and even ISOTYPE (International 

System of Typographic Picture Education), Otto Neurath’s picture-based protolanguage 

have all, at various times, had their supporters.40 Quentin Newark, believes, however, that 

the linguistic future for Europe, and eventually the rest of the world, will not be entrusted to 

a synthetic language:  

 

[. . .] I firmly believe there will eventually be a single European language, if 

we wait long enough. It will be a creole, an alloy, a salad. [. . .] Perhaps it is 

best to see language less as the protected possession of a nation state and 

more as the currency of a cultural and economic area that ignores national 

boundaries. English is the language most spoken throughout Europe, and 

indeed the world. Estimates vary, but about a billion people will be speaking 

English this year; that is utility that is impossible to resist. 

 

The next most important language in European terms is German. Germany 

is the true heart of Europe, both geographically and in terms of financial and 

political influence. German is spoken by 100 million people, and it forms 

the root of several other European tongues – Dutch, Flemish, Danish, and 

Swedish. It is the European language most favored and used by a further 20 

million – Czechs, Poles, Romanians, Hungarians, and Russians. Any new 
                                                                                                                                                                                 
Esperanto would one day become a universal auxiliary language but that at a later stage it would be the 
world’s only language.” Mühlhäusler, "Babel Revisited,",  159. 
40 By 1918 there were around 100 different constructed languages that had been proposed as universal 
languages. After the appearance of Esperanto and Ido, even more were invented (e.g. Jespersen’s Novial, von 
Wahl’s Occidental and Hogben’s Interglossa). None of them succeeded as, Fischer states, “it is simply 
unnatural to try to be natural. Living languages are of far greater influence in the world, particularly Mandarin 
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tongue will almost certainly use English as its base, combined with German. 

The other prominent nations, France and Italy, will find their vocabulary 

used as color to describe the fine things in life like food and art, 

supplementing the new practical and guttural verbal currency. [. . .] Greek 

had its input, 2500 years ago, and I can confidently predict that the Slavic 

languages, Finnish, Basque, and Latvian, will have no influence on the new 

tongue whatsoever. Oh, and by the way, all Americans will speak this new 

creole. How can they not? The slow development and the pressure of 

economics will ensure it (Newark 2000, 140-41). 
 

With such blatant stereotyping, one only hopes Newark’s tongue is planted firmly in his 

cheek. Interestingly, in the same article, he asserts that “‘local’ languages – English, 

Spanish, German, French, Italian, Dutch, and so on – will probably always remain” 

(Newark 2000, 139). And he denies the possibility that English will become the common 

language of Europe on the grounds that, despite economic unity, national sentiment 

remains strong: 

 

‘Closer integration’ sounds smooth and natural, but the countries are not like 

a newly married couple, eager to coil together, full of understanding and 

generosity. The reality is that the nations are more like prisoners forced into 

the same cell: suspicious, territorial, with any sign of backing down seen as 

a weakness that will bring terrible retribution in the showers. Traditional 

animosities still simmer under the surface: the countries of Europe may have 

decided to make a go of it together, but to the extent of officially adopting 

another’s language? Never (Newark 2000, 139). 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
Chinese, Spanish and English.” Stephen Roger Fischer, A History of Language, Globalities, ed. Jeremy Black 
(London: Reaktion Books, 1999) 181. 
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1.2.8.3 The Singular in a United Europe 
 

Whether motivated by the same suspicions as Newark, or by a willingness to include, rather 

than exclude, the “Other”, the European Union has adopted a tack more in tune with 

postmodern theory when it comes to language policy. While, outwardly at least, the 

European Union seems a bastion of universalism, founded on the modern value of 

economics, the powers that be recognise that, insofar as languages are concerned, 

celebrating the singular is the key to sustained success.41 Multilingualism and 

plurilingualism,42 not monolingualism will form the basis of the new Europe, with citizens 

being encouraged to speak at least two languages in addition to their mother tongue. 

Renowned European linguist, John Trim writes: 

 

There is a widespread belief, which is perhaps gaining ground, that all 

education efforts should be concentrated on English, as the most convincing 

candidate to become a global lingua franca, to be learnt as a common 

medium of communication by speakers of all the 2000 or more mutually 

unintelligible languages around the world, including the 50 or more in use as 

national or regional minority languages in Europe. This ‘single lingua 

franca’ solution is not favoured by either the Council of Europe or the 

European Union. While not denying or disparaging the role of English, both 

bodies are convinced of the abiding vitality of the multiplicity of languages 

and cultures across the continent and the value of mutual enrichment as 

                                                           
41 Paul Hirst and Grahame Thompson see full European unity as unlikely. They write: “Europe’s nation-states 
retain many distinct and important governmental functions, and the nations have distinct languages, cultural 
traditions and legal systems that will continue to make complete European integration impossible [. . .]. The 
Union will never become a political entity that remotely resembles the old national unitary states.” Paul Hirst 
and Grahame Thompson, Globalization in Question: The International Economy and the Possibilities of 
Governance, Second ed. (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1999) 231. It is perhaps in recognition of the importance 
of the singular within the universal that Europe, unlike the imperial powers of old, has decided against 
imposing a common language upon its populations. 
42 John Trim defines plurilinguism as “a communicative competence to which all the languages a person has 
learnt, whether through teaching or direct experience or both, make their contribution.” J.L.M. Trim, 
Commentary on Recommendation No R (98) 6 of the Committee of Ministers to Member States Concerning 
Modern Languages (Strasbourg: Council for Cultural Co-operation (CDCC) Education Committee, 1998), 7. 
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individual lives expand into the multilingual and multicultural space which 

is our Europe (Trim 1998, 7). 

 

The European Union is “guided by the principle of the equality of national languages” 

(Conseil Européen pour les Langues 2001, 6). The Treaty of Amsterdam (1997) “declares 

that all Union citizens have the right to write to any European institution in one of the 

official languages and to receive a response in the same language. Furthermore, the 

Representatives of the Member States, that is to say the Ministers, as well as Members of 

the European Parliament, have the right to speak in any of the 11 official languages. 

Finally, European legislation must be available in all the Union languages” (Conseil 

Européen pour les Langues 2001, 6-7).43 44

 

In 2001, forty-seven countries associated with the Council of Europe feted the European 

Year of Languages under the catch-cry “Languages Open Doors”. The aim of the campaign 

was to foster language learning among European citizens on the principle that “language 

skills are important for mutual understanding, democratic stability, employment and 

mobility” (Council of Europe 2001). This project was allotted a total budget of 12 million 

Euros. 

 

Europe has also identified the importance of language learning in schools and universities 

as a necessary element of any national literacy strategy. The draft declaration on language 

                                                           
43 However, for Phillipson, treaties are not sufficient to uphold cultural and linguistic diversity in Europe. He 
argues: “The treaties that are the bible of European unification, the treaties of Maastricht (1992) and 
Amsterdam (1997), proclaim that cultural and linguistic diversity are central features of Europe and will be 
maintained. However, the schemes for promoting contact between citizens of EU countries, links at the school 
and university levels, and foreign-language learning do not provide a counterweight to the economic and 
political pressures of McDonaldization and Englishization.” Phillipson, "Political Science,", 98. 
44 These linguistic provisions are not, of course, without cost. Ulrich Ammon points out that “no less than 15 
percent of the entire personnel (around 17,500 individuals) of the EU’s Commission, its most important 
political body together with its parliament, are translators, interpreters, or terminologists. This personnel 
consists of 2,600 highly qualified and equally expensive language specialists.” Ulrich Ammon, "The 
European Union (EU - Formerly European Community): Status Change of English During the Last Fifty 
Years," Post-Imperial English: Status Change in Former British and American Colonies, 1940-1990, eds. 
Joshua A. Fishman, Andrew W. Conrad and Alma Rubal-Lopez (Berlin and New York: Mouton de Gruyter, 
1996) 244. 
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studies in Higher Education as a contribution to European integration puts forward the 

following recommendations: 

 

- that the organisation and funding of languages in higher education be reformed; 

- that languages become a specified component of the 16-19 year-old curriculum; 

- that a sufficient supply of language specialists be organised nationally with 

radical short-term measures to attract language teachers and a long-term solution 

of making post-16 language study a requirement for entry to higher education; 

- that all students learn a second language as part of their degree course; 

- that the Council of Europe Framework for National Standards be adopted 

unilaterally to ensure uniformity of quality of language modules and assessment 

of achievement (The Members of the Scientific Committee of the Berlin 

European Year of Languages Conference 28-30 June 2001). 

 

The members of the Council of Europe perceive the encroachment of English in Higher 

Education as a threat to linguistic diversity. In their reference document on universities and 

language policy in Europe they warn: “To prevent the danger of standardization, there is a 

need for action to raise awareness of the importance of conserving the plurality of our 

cultural and consequently linguistic heritage” (Conseil Européen pour les Langues 2001, 7).  

Besides, they note, “English seems to be far from capable of resolving all the problems, 

particularly in the short term. Currently less than half of all Europeans can hold a 

conversation in English, while 89% of students have learnt it.45 Generalized English is thus 

far from being the practical multipurpose language that it is claimed to be” (Conseil 

Européen pour les Langues 2001, 7). Plurilingualism within universities is seen as 

desirable, and the Council suggest that a way to achieve this is to provide “education in the 

same discipline in more than one language, at variable rhythms and intensities, while at the 

same time offering language training as a complement. This is a provision of teaching in 

languages alongside the teaching of language” (Conseil Européen pour les Langues 2001, 

                                                           
45 Eurobarometer figures show that 41% of Europeans “tend to know” English and “the language most often 
spoken as a first foreign language in Europe is English (32.6%)” Eurobarometer, Europeans and Languages; 
Executive Summary (15 February 2001), 1,2. The exact competence of these speakers is unclear. 
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10). They also envisage encouraging students to “follow courses and to read publications in 

several languages, to invite external experts to give courses and lectures, [and] to better 

exploit the linguistic and cultural diversity which already exists in the form of foreign 

students present in the courses” (Conseil Européen pour les Langues 2001, 10).  

 

Throughout Europe, then, emphasis is being placed on the value of languages and language 

learning. Linguistic diversity is definitely seen as the way for the future. For the 

traditionally monolingual Britain, then, this news is alarming. The Nuffield Report, which 

appeared in May 2000, demonstrated that if Britain wishes to remain competitive, it is 

imperative that it devise a national language strategy.  

 

The Nuffield Inquiry designates languages as key skills alongside literacy, numeracy and 

ICT “by virtue of their direct contribution to economic competitiveness, intercultural 

tolerance and social cohesion” (Fawkes 2000). The report points out that by exclusively 

relying on English, the United Kingdom is “vulnerable and dependent on the linguistic 

competence [. . .] of others” (Fawkes 2000). Other main findings include: 

 

- that English is not enough; 

- that monolingual young people from the UK are at a disadvantage in the 

recruitment market as mobility of employment is becoming the privilege of 

those Europeans able to speak a second language; 

- that the government has no coherent approach to languages and despite parental 

demand, there is still no UK-wide agenda for children to start languages early; 

- that language learning is often seen as irrelevant by secondary school children, 

90% of whom stop language learning at 16 without having gained an adequate 

level of operational competence; 

- that the closing of university language departments and the narrowing of the 

range of languages taught in the face of financial and staffing pressures, leaving 

the sector in deep crisis, run exactly counter to current national needs (Fawkes 

2000). 
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Aside from elevating the status of language skills and establishing a national language 

strategy, the report proposes that a “languages supremo” be appointed to ensure successful 

implementation of language policy. Attempts should be made to foster positive attitudes 

towards languages among the general population and children should be made to start 

learning languages from the age of seven. It also recommends that a more diverse range of 

languages be offered at secondary school level and asserts that all pupils “should leave 

secondary education equipped with foundation language skills, grammatical understanding 

and the skills for further learning in later life”. At university, all students should have the 

right to learn a language as part of their degree course and adult language learning should 

be developed. The report underlines the importance of addressing the shortage of language 

teachers, proposing making post-16 language study a requirement for entry to higher 

education. Finally, it advises that a national standards framework for describing and 

accrediting language competence be established and initiatives for linking technology and 

languages be coordinated (Fawkes 2000). 

 

If Britain is to continue to function as a competitive member of the Union, swift action is 

required to lift it out of its current monolingual state. If this is to happen, a fundamental 

change in attitude is needed. 

 

1.2.8.4 Bastion of Monolingualism: the Case of New Zealand 
 

Like the United Kingdom and most other Anglophone countries, New Zealand was founded 

upon tenets of monolingualism. The indifference toward language issues in New Zealand is 

amply demonstrated in the fact that, to date, no government has introduced a 

comprehensive foreign language learning policy and New Zealand schools are still without 

a strategic language learning plan.46 The tacit assumption underlying such inaction “is the 

widely held belief that English is the only essentially important language” (East 2000, 11). 
                                                           
46 Arguments for the inclusion of international languages in a national languages policy were put forward by 
Jeffrey Waite in his report Aoteareo: Speaking for Ourselves. J. Waite, Aoteareo: Speaking for Ourselves. 
Part A: The Overview; Part B: The Issues (Wellington: Ministry of Education, 1992). Despite pointing out the 
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Rather tellingly, the 2001 Catching the Knowledge Wave conference held in Auckland to 

promote the knowledge economy made no mention of languages whatsoever. 

 

The situation in New Zealand is made even more curious by the fact that, formally at least, 

we are a bilingual nation.47 Monolingualism has, however, almost always been the norm.48 

The Maori language, widely spoken in the early days of colonisation, was systematically 

quashed following the introduction of the Native Schools Act in 1867, a trend exacerbated 

when Maori urban drift began in the 1940s. By the 1970s, only about 18-20% of Maori, 

most of whom were elderly, were fluent Maori speakers (Maori Language Commission 

2001). English reigned supreme.  

 

Not until the “Maori renaissance” in the 1970s did interest in Te Reo re-emerge. Maori set 

about creating bilingual schools and Kohanga Reo (language nests). They also began 

broadcasting in Maori. The government recognised Maori as New Zealand’s official 

language in 1987 and commenced funding for Maori language initiatives. No one can deny 

the presence of the Maori language in New Zealand today, but its role remains marginal in 

mainstream society. Rosemary Arnoux asserts that the Maori language, the Maori people’s 

greatest taonga (treasure) “is held by many Paakeha to be of little value. Even now, at the 

dawn of a new century and a new millennium, the primacy of English is taken for granted 

as a public good. The benefit of learning Maaori, or indeed any other language, is rarely 

perceived as a social reality. Paakeha parents in primary schools still object to their children 

learning even a smattering of Maaori” (Arnoux 2000, 547).  

                                                                                                                                                                                 
numerous benefits for trade and commerce that a languages policy would bring New Zealand, Waite’s report 
appears to have been ignored by those in power. 
47 What is more curious is that no one ever thought it necessary to instate English as an official language of 
New Zealand. Maori was declared an official language in 1987 when parliament passed the Maori Language 
Act. 
48 While New Zealand was, and still is, a predominantly monolingual state, the 2001 Census revealed that 
aside from English and Maori, 182 other “languages” are spoken in the country today. However, “this figure 
is highly suspect as it includes such ‘languages’ as Australian, highlighting the dangers of taking informants’ 
own labels for their languages at face value. Nevertheless, adding speakers of all these languages together, it 
transpires that less than 15% of the population speaks a foreign language. Again, this figure may be open to 
considerable interpretation, given that one person may speak 2, 3 or 4 other languages and would therefore 
have been counted in several categories. Moreover, no consideration is given to the competency of the 
speakers in their nominated languages.” Karin Speedy, "Grilled: Quantifying the Role of French in New 
Zealand," The European Connection 8 (2002): 33, note 15. 
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As Arnoux points out, this aversion to learning Maori also extends to other languages. At 

secondary school, foreign languages are optional subjects and very few students take their 

foreign language learning through to Bursary level.49 Most, in fact, only study a language 

for one or two trimesters. Consequently, enrolments in language departments at New 

Zealand universities have suffered and, due to EFTS-based funding structures, this has 

resulted in the suppression of posts and, in some cases, the disappearance of departments. 

All of this means that New Zealanders are being deprived of opportunities to expand their 

horizons by learning other languages and studying other cultures and it seems likely that 

New Zealand’s choice of linguistic isolation will surely limit its potential in world affairs. 

 

1.3 Conclusion 
 

Centuries of invasion, colonisation and hegemonic imperialism tempered with uprisings, 

revolutions and self-determination have, in their ebb and flow, made their mark on the way 

language has been perceived in the West. Debate between those upholding universalist 

principles and those defending the singular has continued to this day.  

 

Without the benefit of a crystal ball, predicting the future, especially the future of language, 

is near impossible. Even if staunch devotees to the cult of English universalism are right, 

and English does pervade the planet, this process will take hundreds of years. The world, 

however, is a very uncertain place. No one can be sure how long the current political and 

linguistic system will last. No one knows what direction we will take from here. 

 

One thing that does seem a fairly safe bet, for the time being anyway, is that the nation state 

and national languages will prevail. Denying the validity of individual national languages is 

buying into the whole modernist philosophy which, in an increasingly postmodern climate, 

can only be injurious to the Anglophone monoglot. 

                                                           
49 While the number of students passing Bursary exams has increased (59 524 in 1996, 62 365 in 1997 and 64 
502 in 1998), the number of students passing foreign language papers has remained low (2 283 in 1996, 2 284 
in 1997 and 2 321 in 1998) (Professor Raylene Ramsay, personal communication). 
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Europe, in its language policies at least, has recognised the significance of acknowledging 

the singular within the universal. It has pledged that none of its citizens will succumb to the 

monolingualism of the “Other”. New Zealand, however, is lagging behind. In an attempt to 

create a science and technology based “knowledge economy” without giving credence to 

the importance of human and social factors such as language and culture, it is clinging to 

outmoded modernist ideals and perhaps thereby limiting its economic growth outside the 

English-speaking world. The refusal to incorporate difference, recognise the “Other”, and, 

more pragmatically, facilitate international trade, by introducing a language policy is surely 

a twenty-first century anachronism. What is more, by supporting the idea that English is 

enough, it may be seen as promoting the hegemony of the homogeneous or the 

monolingualism of the “Other”. 

 

In the wake of the destruction of the Twin Towers of the World Trade Centre, symbols of 

American and Western capitalism and hegemony, in the United States on September 11 

2001, this stance appears naïve. Could it be that this event will chime in a retreat from 

globalisation? Could the pendulum be swinging back toward the singular, as individuals 

react against the tyrannic universalism of the global order? Whether we wish to attach 

ourselves to a crumbling regime or look to a postmodern future where diversity and 

plurilingualism are embraced, where others are included, not excluded, is a question all 

New Zealanders have to ask themselves.  
 

Much allusion has been made to globalisation in this chapter. It is a concept or 

phenomenon that has dictated policy-making throughout the world in the last few decades, 

New Zealand being no exception. In the next chapter we will turn our attention to 

globalisation and explore its impact on the attitudes toward language in the world of 

international business. 
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Chapter 2 
 

Globalisation and its Impact on Attitudes to Language in 

International Business 
 

“Globalisation is both homogenisation and increasing discrimination.” 

Jean Baudrillard1

 

2.1 Introduction 
 

Born from modernist principles and espousing the universal over the singular, 

globalisation, as a concept, perhaps poses the greatest single threat to a multilingual future. 

Many people have hailed the “global” era as one where the monolingualism of the “Other”, 

in the form of English, will triumph over the particular. Nowhere has this attitude been 

more prevalent than among the business fraternity. 

 

This new form of Anglo-American linguistic imperialism has, writes Joshua A. Fishman, 

“had its most spirited defence from [. . .] spokesmen for large-scale vested interest” 

(Fishman 1985, 448). More often than not, big business, seizing upon modern values of 

rationality, has sought to standardise in order to decrease costs and speed up production. 

This standardisation extends to language. Fishman continues: 

 

Modernity is the pursuit of rationality in all things. Everything must be 

known and demystified. There is no mystery of mysteries, no sanctum 

sanctorum. Knowledge enables its possessors to control, to regulate, to 

maximise efficiency. Since modern society is the child of the modern 

                                                           
1 Jean Baudrillard, "The Global, the Universal and the Singular," Baudrillard: West of the Dateline 
Conference (Auckland, New Zealand: 2001). 
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marketplace, that marketplace is viewed as rationality and efficiency 

enthroned. In order to produce more inexpensively and distribute more 

widely, the market must be efficient in all things. It must reward good 

management and good workmanship and place talent where it is needed with 

minimal delay. It cannot afford to waste time and money on factors that are 

unrelated to efficient and effective production, distribution, and 

merchandising. The assumption that ethnolinguistic differences are contra-

indicated on the basis of their purported inefficiency or nonproductivity has 

permeated modern sociology and economics for the past two or three 

centuries. The purported inefficiency of ‘little languages’ (whose speakers 

must become bilingual because they do not have political or economic 

strongholds exclusively their own) condemns them to oblivion. 

Gemeinschaft is dead (with all its ‘superstition’ and ‘parochialism’); long 

live Gesellschaft (the triumph of impersonal efficiency)! (Fishman 1985, 

448) 

 

In the current postmodern climate, with emphasis shifting from the universality of 

production to the singularity of the consumer, this type of homogenising attitude may have 

outlived its utility. It does, however, fit with the popular conception of globalisation, a 

theme which we shall explore below. 

 

Chapter 2, then, is concerned with exposing the exact nature of globalisation, looking at 

where it fits into the universal-singular cycle and investigating how it affects attitudes to 

language in international business.  

 

2.2 Globalisation: Towards a Definition 
 

The word “globalisation” is, as the etymology of the word would suggest, an all-

encompassing term, one which has well and truly become ingrained in the vocabulary and 

mind-sets of everyone from economists to politicians to media personalities to the man in 
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the street. We hear it used everyday in all kinds of settings. It operates on many levels – in 

business, in marketing, in politics, in human rights, in environmentalism, in culture. It is a 

word that has power, a word that evokes emotions. Globalisation has many guises. It is 

either the knight on a white charger coming to save the world from all its evils, a great 

leveller, or, on the other hand, the grim reaper, to blame for society’s ills. Globalisation is a 

fashionable word, it rolls so easily off the tongue. But what exactly does it mean? 

 

Abbas J. Ali suggests that two major treatments of globalisation have emerged in the 

academic disciplines. One orientation generally views globalisation “in terms of an 

interconnected world and intensification and awareness of the scope of interactions as the 

constraints of time, geography, and culture recede (international relations, management, 

and sociology)”, while the other considers it “in terms of internationalization and 

integration of activities and functions on a global basis (economics)” (Ali 2000, 7-8).  

 

In its very broadest sense, globalisation is a term that has replaced words like 

“internationalisation” and “transnationalisation” to refer to “the ever-intensifying networks 

of cross-border human interaction” (Hoogvelt 1997, 114). It is synonymous with free trade, 

the time/space compression that comes with high-speed transport and electronic 

communications and the turnover of capital. David Harvey writes: 

 

Accelerated turnover time in production entails parallel accelerations in 

exchange and consumption. Improved systems of communication and 

information flow, coupled with rationalizations in techniques of distribution 

[. . .] made it possible to circulate commodities through the market system 

with greater speed. Electronic banking and plastic money were some of the 

innovations that improved the speed of the inverse flow of money. Financial 

services and markets (aided by computerized trading) likewise speeded up, 

so as to make, as the saying has it, ‘twenty-four hours a very long time’ in 

global stock markets (Harvey 1989, 285). 
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This rapidity of communications whereby, via satellite television and the internet, people 

are able to keep in touch, do business and see major news events anywhere in the world as 

they unfold, has given credence to the notion that we are living in a borderless world or a 

“global village”. According to Anthony Giddens, “[g]lobalisation can [. . .] be defined as 

the intensification of world wide social relations which link distant localities in such a way 

that local happenings are shaped by events occurring many miles away and vice versa” 

(qtd. in Hoogvelt 1997, 120).  

 

For Ankie Hoogvelt, globalisation refers to the concept of “shared phenomenal worlds” 

which we experience in addition to our physical lives and which drive “the process of 

economic globalisation” (Hoogvelt 1997, 120). It is these shared phenomenal worlds and 

the compression or even annihilation of space and time that have shaped what Hoogvelt 

refers to as the “global market discipline”, an awareness of global competition that emerged 

in the post-war years as a result of a shift from inter-product to intra-product trade. She 

claims that it is the “awareness of global competition which constrains individuals and 

groups, and even national governments, to conform to international standards of price and 

quality” (Hoogvelt 1997, 124). 

 

It is this conformity that has met with much criticism and is at the root of the anti-

globalisation protests that surround WTO and G8 meetings. For countries that cannot (or 

will not) meet international standards or who refuse to play by the rules of globalisation, 

the disadvantages are numerous. Robert Went argues that governments’ policymaking 

abilities are restricted by “the way in which capital markets, multinationals and 

international organisations such as the IMF, World Bank, WTO, OECD and G7 function” 

(Went 2000, 2). He cites University of Leuven Professor Ricardo Petrella’s six economic 

commandments, which governments break at their peril: 

 

Thou shalt globalise. Thou shalt incessantly strive for technological 

innovation. Thou shalt drive thy competitors out of business, since otherwise 

they’ll do it to you. Thou shalt liberalise thy national market. Thou shalt not 
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countenance state intervention in economic life. Thou shalt privatise (qtd. in 

Went 2000, 2). 

 

Went goes on to say that in the face of intense pressure from powerful multinationals in the 

political realm, globalisation has become “an alibi for lack of political imagination, 

cowardice, social anorexia and anti-social policies” (Went 2000, 3-4). Clearly, Went is no 

fan of globalisation. 

 

But let us not get ahead of ourselves. As yet, we have not found a definition for the word 

“globalisation”. Paul Hirst and Grahame Thompson summarise the popular conception of 

globalisation as follows: 

 

It is widely asserted that we live in an era in which the greater part of social 

life is determined by global processes, in which national cultures, national 

economies and national borders are dissolving. Central to this perception is 

the notion of a rapid and recent process of economic globalization. A truly 

global economy is claimed to have emerged or to be in the process of 

emerging, in which distinct national economies and, therefore, domestic 

strategies of national economic management are increasingly irrelevant. The 

world economy has internationalized in its basic dynamics, it is dominated 

by uncontrollable market forces, and it has as its principal economic actors 

and major agents of change truly transnational corporations that owe 

allegiance to no nation state and locate wherever on the globe market 

advantage dictates (Hirst and Thompson 1999, 1). 

 

However, Hirst and Thompson challenge this commonly held view and find that it is rather 

shallow and unfounded. Firstly, they argue that our highly internationalised economy is not 

without precedent, that it is merely “one of a number of distinct conjunctures or states of 

the international economy that have existed since an economy based on modern industrial 

technology began to be generalized from the 1860s” (Hirst and Thompson 1999, 2). 

Moreover, they claim, the international economy that prevailed from 1870 to 1914 was 

  - 64  
 
 



  

more open and integrated than the present regime. Secondly, they find that truly 

international companies are the exception rather than the rule and that most companies “are 

based nationally and trade multinationally” (Hirst and Thompson 1999, 2). The idea that 

capital mobility is causing “a massive shift of investment and employment from the 

advanced to the developing countries” (Hirst and Thompson 1999, 2) is similarly dismissed 

and they find instead that, on the whole, the Third World remains on the outer in both 

investment and international trade which remains concentrated in the Triad of Europe, 

Japan and North America. Finally, because of the capacity of the world’s major economic 

powers to exert considerable pressures on financial markets, global markets “are thus by no 

means beyond regulation and control, even though the current scope and objectives of 

economic governance are limited by the divergent interests of the great powers and the 

economic doctrines prevalent among their elites” (Hirst and Thompson 1999, 2-3). For 

Hirst and Thompson, then, globalisation as commonly perceived, is, in fact, a myth. 

 

The point that globalisation, in so far as it represents the current internationalised economy, 

is not new, is one that is reiterated by a number of writers. Ali points out Robertson’s 

assertions that globalisation has its roots back in the fifteenth century in the emergence of 

state communities in Europe. He also notes Adelman’s belief that the world economy 

began to globalise as early as 1600, with a rapid expansion in global trade from 1600 to 

1800 (Ali 2000, 17, 2).  

 

Dani Rodrik states that “the world economy was possibly even more integrated at the 

height of the gold standard in the late 19th century than it is now [. . .]. In the United States 

and Europe, trade volumes peaked before World War I and then collapsed during the 

interwar years. Trade surged again after 1950, but none of the three regions [Europe, Japan 

and North America] is significantly more open by this measure now than it was under the 

late gold standard” (Rodrik 1997, 7). He also asserts that labour flows and capital mobility 

were much higher prior to the Great War and that this had significant consequences for 

income distribution and rising inequality between nations. According to Jeffrey 

Williamson, “the inequality trends which globalization produced are at least partly 
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responsible for the interwar retreat from globalization [which appeared] first in the rich 

industrial trading partners” (qtd. in Rodrik 1997, 8). 

 

Robert Wade also adheres to this view. He writes, “the current level of integration of 

national economies through trade is apparently not much higher than the level reached by 

1913, after which trade integration plummeted, beginning to recover only after the World 

War II” (Wade 1996, 66). Robert Went, on the other hand, while acknowledging that “from 

1870 to 1913 the world economy became steadily more open” and only in “1968 did it 

reach the level of 1913” (Went 2000, 10), disagrees with the idea that the world economy is 

hardly more open today than it was in 1913. He maintains that this argument fails to take 

into consideration changes in the structure of economies, noting, for instance, the 

substantial growth of the service sector since 1913 that is not represented in trade figures. 

In addition, the nature of goods traded has changed significantly from mostly raw materials 

in 1913 to industrial products today. Moreover, he signals the importance of regional blocs 

in the increase in trade replacing investments. “In the end” affirms Went, “everyone seems 

to agree that world trade has reached an unprecedented level. [. . .] On balance, the 

conclusion seems justified that we are seeing today ‘the widest-ranging trade liberalization 

the world has ever witnessed’” (Went 2000, 12). 

 

The further points made by Hirst and Thompson in their refutation of the commonly held 

perception of globalisation are upheld by several other writers. Went, for example, follows 

Hirst and Thompson’s cue in disputing the notion that multinational companies are really 

“footloose” (Went 2000, 9). In a similar vein, Wade claims that companies “are rooted in 

national home bases with national regulatory regimes” (Wade 1996, 61). Multinational 

companies, he says, tend to “hold most of their assets and employees in their home 

country” and, of the small minority that do not, “almost all have the biggest single block of 

assets and employees located in the home country” (Wade 1996, 79). What is more, most 

shares in these multinational firms are held either by individuals or legal entities in the 

home territory and top management and governance stays at home. He also states that 

multinational companies do the majority of research and development in their home 

nations. The number of firms, claims Wade, “that can be described as even close to global, 
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in the sense of having no preferences for a particular country [. . .] is tiny. This is confirmed 

by the fact that stock markets remain primarily national rather than global (or regional). 

There are too few companies that command sufficient reputation globally for trading in 

their stocks to be active outside their home country” (Wade 1996, 80). 

 

Like Hirst and Thompson, Wade emphasises that international trade is concentrated among 

Western nations and that in the North “national borders continue to be control points where 

governments can affect the quantity and price of cross-border merchandise transactions, 

nowadays less through tariffs than through a whole panoply of nontariff barriers” (Wade 

1996, 70).  

 

The notion of governmental or political control as an impetus to globalisation is taken up 

by Went. He contends, “financial innovations, application of new technology and 

deregulation were only made possible by political decisions” (Went 2000, 56). He casts 

aside assertions that technology was the thrust behind globalisation, asking “[i]f technology 

were the driving force behind globalization, then, how can the fact that there was less 

international trade for decades after the First World War than there was before 1914 be 

explained? Even more difficult, how can the fact that the whole period from 1914 to about 

1970 was one of “illiberality in capital markets, with significant restrictions imposed by 

governments on international capital flows”, be understood?”2 (Went 2000, 52-53). For 

Went, technology has only facilitated globalisation processes that have been “set in motion 

by conscious political decisions, pioneered by right-wing US and British governments, 

from the early 1970s to the early 1980s. These decisions blew up the post-war Bretton 

Woods3 system of fixed exchange rates and controlled capital movements, turned much of 

                                                           
2 Here Went is citing C. Adam “Internationalization and integration of financial and capital markets.” 
Handbook on the Globalization of the World Economy. Ed. Amnon Levy-Livermore. Cheltenham: Edward 
Elgar, 1998: 559. 
3 Contrary to Went, Pires-O’Brien argues that “the start of globalisation can be pinned to Bretton Woods” as it 
“marked the first deliberate action towards free market and globalisation”. And she claims that “the pinnacle 
of modern globalisation is reached in the World Trade Organisation (WTO).” Pires-O'Brien, "The Misgivings 
of Globalisation,": 268. She does concede, however, that globalisation and free markets are “ideal concepts” 
and that “even the United States, the world’s greatest capitalist country, cannot claim to be a truly free 
market: there, the Federal Reserve Board interferes in the internal economy by lowering and raising interest 
rates, and externally by imposing a variety of sanctions against particular goods that compete with its own.” 
Pires-O'Brien, "The Misgivings of Globalisation,": 266. 
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Europe into a single market and forced the South to open its doors to Northern products and 

investments. Neoliberalism, far more than technology, made possible the explosion of 

financial speculation in the last two decades” (Went 2000, 53). 

 

Went explains global economic changes since World War II with the help of Marxist long-

wave theory which maintains the existence of expansive and recessive phases in long 

waves since the end of the eighteenth century.  When, in the mid-1970s, the world 

experienced its first major recession since the Second World War, “every facet of the 

postwar productive order came under material and ideological pressure” (Went 2000, 84). 

Shifts in modes of accumulation, material forces of production, organisation of social 

relations and international division of labour, characteristic of each long wave, meant that 

“[n]othing worked automatically anymore [. . .] setting an extensive, far-reaching process 

of economic, social, political and institutional change in motion, including [. . .] the process 

that later became known as globalization” (Went 2000, 84). 

 

In light of the debate outlined above, defining globalisation is problematic. Is it an 

unprecedented phenomenon or part of an economic cycle? Does it involve the whole world 

or just the major economic powers? Is it technology driven or the product of political 

manoeuvring? Is it the harbinger of truly free trade dominated by uncontrollable market 

forces or a buzzword behind which regulating rich nations can hide? Is it a reality or a 

myth? Whatever the case, globalisation is a concept that is very much open to 

interpretation. 

 

What we can assert is that the concept or system of globalisation is not, as some would 

have us believe, a late-twentieth century phenomenon. Just how far back “global” practices 

go is a matter of contention. Whether mercantilism can be equated with globalisation 

depends upon one’s interpretation. Hirst and Thompson, Went and Wade, for instance, all 

dispute the idea that multinationals are overwhelmingly global in their outlook. In fact, they 

find that most are firmly attached to their home country. Their activities in conquering 

overseas markets for the mother country could therefore be interpreted as imperialist. 
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The role of technology in the push towards globalisation is also a complex question. It 

cannot be denied that without the development of faster and safer modes of transport world 

trade would be more difficult. Without computers, international flows of capital would be 

extremely slow. Without political decisions to eliminate trade barriers, though, many 

markets might still be closed to certain foreign goods. 

 

Whatever one’s political persuasion, it seems certain that globalisation is a process rather 

than a state of affairs. Joaquina Pires-O’Brien believes that “the word ‘globalisation’ refers 

not to a fully interconnected world market, but simply to the increasing interconnections of 

markets of different countries due to the growing trend of liberalisation of trade” (Pires-

O'Brien 2000, 266). Whether this process will ever be realised and the world become 

“globalised” remains to be seen. At the start of the twenty-first century, however, claims 

that the current world economy is global are exaggerations. The exclusion of many of the 

world’s citizens from participation in this economy renders the employment of the 

adjective “global” premature. If we accept Went’s Marxian long-wave theory, globalisation 

is part of a cycle, from recession to expansion, from the particular to the universal. When 

might the tide turn? Rodrik writes, “the lesson from history seems to be that continued 

globalization cannot be taken for granted. If its consequences are not managed wisely and 

creatively, a retreat from openness becomes a distinct possibility” (Rodrik 1997, 9). 

 

The state of the academic polemic on globalisation, however, often has little bearing on 

public perceptions. It is the view of the majority, the portrayal of globalisation by the media 

and politicians that influences public opinion and attitudes conceived and developed in the 

world of international business. How, then, have people in the world of international 

business and marketing decoded and responded to globalisation?  

 

2.3 Beyond the Golden Arches: Globalisation in Marketing 
 

When Theodore Levitt’s article, The globalization of markets, was published in 1983, many 

a business person let loose a sigh of relief. Globalisation, according to Levitt, meant an end 
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to the days of customising products and advertising campaigns to cater to the wants of 

different national markets. “Everywhere everything gets more and more like everything 

else as the world’s preference structure is relentlessly homogenized” (Levitt 1983, 93). For 

Levitt, globalisation denoted a return to product-driven standardisation. Global companies 

were perched to take over the world. 

 

Other writers jumped on the “globalisation equals standardisation” bandwagon. Helen 

Deresky singles out Michael Porter as a supporter of the view that treating the world as an 

undifferentiated worldwide marketplace was an imperative strategy for firms in global 

industries (Deresky 1994, 131). Christopher Bartlett and Sumantra Ghoshal agreed to some 

degree with Levitt, giving the example of “companies like Kellogg, McDonald’s and Coca-

Cola” who have changed the food tastes and eating habits of “Eastern and Western 

countries alike” thus ironing out any culturally linked preferences (Bartlett and Ghoshal 

1991, 6). 

 

Today, despite the fact that there is a McDonalds in Moscow, Levitt’s global vision reads 

something like an over-the-top exercise in propaganda. His assertions that consumer tastes 

are homogeneous from one side of the globe to the other are vehemently rejected by writers 

like Susan P. Douglas and Yoram Wind.  

 

Douglas and Wind claim that rather than customers’ needs becoming more homogenised 

worldwide, there is “an increasing diversity of behavior within countries, and the 

emergence of idiosyncratic country-specific segments” (Douglas and Wind 1987, 21). Not 

only is the world not homogeneous, they declare, but there is “substantial heterogeneity 

within countries” (Douglas and Wind 1987, 21). They state: 

 

Proponents of standardization counter that the international marketer should 

focus on similarities among countries rather than differences. This may, 

however, imply ignoring a major part of a local market, and the potential 

profits which may be obtained from tapping other market segments 

(Douglas and Wind 1987, 22). 
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Jean-Claude Usunier also challenges the idea of the existence of a global consumer on the 

grounds that consumption, in many cases, remains culture bound. He argues that as 

traditional market-entry barriers are broken down in the process of globalisation, natural 

entry barriers like cultural and linguistic differences will remain: 

 

[. . .] the globalization process is pushed on consumers rather than pulled by 

them, and therefore one of the main obstacles to globalization (cultural 

differences) tends to be neglected, despite the fact that it remains significant. 

These natural entry barriers related to culture are influential both in 

consumer behaviour and in the marketing environment where strategies are 

implemented. This explains many of the failures of over-globalizing 

marketing strategies. Many indicators of existing cultural differences do not 

seem to be about to vanish in the near future, for example languages, eating 

habits, political institutions, cultural conflicts between communities in 

politically homogeneous countries etc. (Usunier 1996, 182). 

 

Fons Trompenaars and Charles Hampden-Turner put forward a similar argument to that of 

Usunier. They point out that if globalisation were to create “a common culture worldwide [. 

. .] the life of international managers [would be] much simpler” (Trompenaars and 

Hampden-Turner 1998, 3). They urge the reader to consider that while there are products 

that one can buy almost anywhere in the world, it is important to understand what these 

products mean to people from different cultures: 

 

[. . .] the essence of culture is not what is visible on the surface. It is the 

shared ways groups of people understand and interpret the world. So the fact 

that we can all listen to Walkmans and eat hamburgers tells us that there are 

some novel products that can be sold on a universal message, but it does not 

tell us what eating hamburgers or listening to Walkmans means in different 

cultures. Dining at McDonald’s is a show of status in Moscow whereas it is 
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a fast meal for a fast buck in New York (Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner 

1998, 3). 

 

The standardisation versus cultural adaptation argument in international marketing 

literature touches upon issues that are very relevant to the concerns of the present research. 

While academics such as Usunier, Trompenaars, Hampden-Turner, Douglas and Wind 

underline the importance of considering the particular cultural needs of consumers rather 

than opting for the convenience of the universal when devising marketing strategies, the 

legacy of Levitt’s theories lingers. Many international business writers have seized upon 

the idea that globalisation goes hand in hand with homogenisation. For some, this extends 

to language. A number of Anglophone business writers and practitioners maintain that 

English is the language of international business and it is a waste of time to learn a foreign 

language. For them, “going global” means “going English”.  

 

2.4 English: the Answer to Anglophone Business Prayers? 
 

Since time immemorial, people who do not share the same language have used linguae 

francae as tools to facilitate communication. However, strictly speaking, a lingua franca is 

not the same as a universal language like Latin, French or English. It is a trade language, a 

pidgin, made up of elements from at least two, though usually many more, mutually 

unintelligible languages. It is not the language of a dominant group or coloniser that has 

been forced upon the “Other”.4

 

The original “Lingua Franca” was “a pidgin with a lexicon drawn mainly from the southern 

Romance languages, [which] was used along the southern and eastern coasts of the 
                                                           
4 Robert Phillipson discusses the historical development of the term lingua franca, which he describes as an 
“ambivalent” expression.  “The term is now frequently applied to dominant international languages” he 
writes, “which happen to be the former colonial languages [. . .]. In colonial times, by contrast, English and 
French were placed at the apex of a linguistic hierarchy and the vernaculars at the bottom, while lingua franca 
was restricted to dominant African languages.” Phillipson, Linguistic Imperialism  41. He goes on to assert 
that the “pendulum has now swung the other way, and the tendency is to promote English as the only lingua 
franca which can serve modern purposes. This discourse also puts English into a class of its own. This 
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Mediterranean from the time of the Crusades until the beginning of the twentieth century 

for communication among Europeans, Arabs, Turks and others”5 (Holm 2000, 15). While 

nobody seems to have had a problem with linguae francae, and universal and particular 

languages have often coexisted peacefully enough, tension tends to arise when one is 

imposed upon the other, when the universal oversteps the mark and becomes hegemonic 

and imperialistic. 

 

The claim that English is the lingua franca of international business, then, is perhaps 

something of a misnomer. Native English-speakers, many of whom are monolingual by 

nature, are imposing, without thought, their language on the rest of the world. Their excuse 

is globalisation. Given historical precedents, however, the reign of English must surely be 

precarious. How long will it be before the rest of the world rejects the monolingualism of 

the “Other”? 

 

It seems no accident that international business literature is dominated by American writers, 

and that this literature, entirely American in perspective, champions values of universalism 

and globalism. The United States is, after all, the seat of international commerce and 

promoter-in-chief of modern, capitalist values. As a consequence of this, it is also not 

surprising that this literature barely touches upon the languages of the “Other” and tends to 

take it for granted that English is the best, if not only, medium for commercial transactions. 

 

In 1987, Nigel Holden published his survey of the treatment of language and linguistic 

issues in English-language international management literature. By looking up “language” 

in the indices of 500 texts relating to international business (the overwhelming majority of 

which were published in the United States), he found that, on average, of those books that 

did mention language, “the length of each mention is about two sentences” (Holden 1987, 
                                                                                                                                                                                 
reinforces the dominant ideology, which presupposes that English is the most eligible language for virtually 
all significant purposes.” Phillipson, Linguistic Imperialism  42. 
5 “Lingua Franca” was not, of course, the first lingua franca. John Holm writes, “Indeed, language contact 
seems likely to be nearly as old as language itself.” John Holm, An Introduction to Pidgins and Creoles 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000) 14.  Other ancient examples of linguae francae include the 
language of ancient Egypt which developed out of “a trade language [. . .] that developed among several Afro-
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235). He pointed out that quite a few texts contained no index or did not mention 

“language” in their index, but still contained some information on the topic. These 

unindexed mentions are also included in his data which are presented in Table 1.  

 

Table 1: Survey of Mentions of Language Topics in 463 Texts Covering Marketing, 

Industrial Marketing, International Marketing, International Business and 

Advertising 

Subject Area No. of 
texts 

No. of texts with sections 
on international business 

L* 
refs. 

(L) 
refs. 

No 
refs. 

Marketing 106 32 5 23 4 
Industrial 
Marketing 

40 5 2 1 2 

International 
Marketing 

35 35 12 17 6 

International 
Business 

160 160 12 1 147 

Advertising 122 1 1 10 111 
Total 463 233 32 52 270 
* L indicates that there is at least one indexed reference to “language” (or “translation” etc.), whereas (L) 

denotes that there is at least one mention of language in the text without this being indicated in the index. 
 

Source: (Holden 1987, 235). 

 

It is noticeable that a large number of texts, especially in the field of international business 

itself, contain no references to language whatsoever. As for the subject matter of the 

language references, Holden identifies three preoccupations: “(a) language as an obstacle; 

(b) language as a cultural characteristic; (c) problems of translating advertising copy, as 

opposed to other forms of company documentation, into foreign languages” (Holden 1987, 

235). 

 

Holden is understandably harsh in his criticism. Not only does he underline the brevity of 

the treatment of language in international business texts, but also the fact that writers are 

“heavily misinformed” (Holden 1987, 236). He states, “unfortunately, a very high 
                                                                                                                                                                                 
Asiatic languages which came into contact in the Nile valley”, and Pidgin Arabic. Holm, An Introduction to 
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proportion of authors make pronouncements on the nature and functions of language that 

are uncritical, naïve, misinformed and unconsciously (or unashamedly) chauvinistic” 

(Holden 1987, 236). He cites some examples: “The ability of the Anglo-Saxons to spread 

among the nations and the emergence of the English language as the universal tongue could 

be attributed to a great exent to their abilities and attitudes in oral communication” (Holden 

1987, 238), and on the “multilingual literacy” of European business executives, he quotes 

an American writer who claims that some of them, “have a mastery of five tongues or 

more” (Holden 1987, 237). Holden states, “[t]his hyperbolic assertion highlights one of the 

main characteristics of the treatment of language topics by the management authors under 

review: a marked tendency not to enquire into linguistic fact” (Holden 1987, 237). 

 

Has the situation changed since 1987 when Holden carried out his research? In order to 

establish the current state of affairs, I randomly selected ten books on International business 

published from 1990 to 2001, including the text used in Auckland University’s Master of 

International Business programme – Charles Hill’s International Business: Competing in 

the Global Marketplace (Hill 2000), and carried out a similar experiment to that of Holden. 

The results are summarised in Table 2. 

 

As was the case in Holden’s findings, the lack of interest in foreign languages and 

ignorance of linguistic issues in these international business texts is striking. The texts 

surveyed are typically rather hefty volumes, most are published in the United States and 

none contain many references to language. In fact, on average just under 1% of the total 

number of pages in these international business texts are dedicated to aspects of language. 

What is more, these references to language are often not about the use of foreign languages 

in business but simply points of difference between American English and British English, 

or perhaps examples of translation blunders. All in all, the information remains simplistic, 

uninformed and anglocentric. 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
Pidgins and Creoles  14.  
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Table 2: Mentions of Aspects of Language in Selected International Business Texts 

1990-20016

 

Author(s) Title Year and Place 
Published 

Total 
Number 
of Pages 

Total pages 
where aspects 
of language 
are mentioned

Daniels, John D. 
and Lee H. 
Radebaugh 

International Business 
Environments and 
Operations (9th edition) 

2001, New Jersey 
(U.S.) 

810 10 

Hill, Charles W. 
L. 

International Business: 
Competing in the Global 
Marketplace (3rd edition) 

2000, Boston 
(U.S.) 

692 3 

Nelson, Carl A. Import Export: How to 
Get Started in 
International Trade 

2000, New York 
(U.S.) 

340 1 

Elashmauri, 
Farid and Philip 
R. Harris 

Multicultural 
Management 2000 

1998, Houston 
(U.S.) 

307 5 

Griffin, Ricky 
W. and Michael 
W. Pustay 

International Business: A 
Managerial Perspective 
(2nd edition) 

1999, Reading 
(U.S.) 

808 8 

Hibbert, Edgar 
P. 

International Business 
Strategy and Operations 

1997, Hampshire 
(U.K.) 

366 3 

Mendenhall, 
Mark, Betty 
Jane Punnett and 
David Ricks 

Global Management 1995, Cambridge 
(U.S.) 

709 5 

Terpstra, Vern 
and Ravi 
Sarathy 

International Marketing 
(6th edition) 

1994, Fort Worth 
(U.S.) 

726 12 

Deresky, Helen International 
Management: Managing 
Across Borders and 
Cultures 

1994, New York 
U.S.) 

634 8 

Czinkota, 
Michael R. and 
Ilkka A. 
Ronkainen 

International Marketing 
(2nd edition) 

1990, Chicago 
(U.S.) 

846 7 

Totals   6238 627  

                                                           
6 Aspects of language include translating and interpreting, language in labelling, branding and advertising and 
language training. The texts selected deal with International Business in general and are not specifically 
related to cross-cultural matters. 
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What, then, do these texts say about foreign languages? The answer, unfortunately, is very 

little. There are a range of opinions on the importance of foreign languages in business 

from sweeping statements like, “English is the language of world business; it is quite 

possible to conduct business all over the world using only English” (Hill 2000, 574), to the 

more concessive, “…language is a critical factor. It is the key to understanding and 

communicating with the local cultures around the world. The international firm does need 

language capabilities, not only among its distributors and other collaborators but also 

among its own personnel” (Terpstra and Sarathy 1994, 106). 

 

At this point, one could sum up by saying that today’s international business texts remain 

extremely limited in their treatment of language. Their main concerns are still very much 

with language as a problem, language as a cultural characteristic and blunders in the 

translation of advertising copy. Some do give advice on using interpreters in business, but 

often this is simply illustrated with an interpreting gaffe. Indeed, for some writers, reeling 

off a few tired examples of clangers such as the Ford Nova – not a hit in Latin countries 

apparently, and “bite the wax tadpole” – Chinese for Coke, at least until the blunder was 

discovered, is about as deeply as they are willing to delve into using foreign languages in 

business. While some of these faux pas do raise a chuckle, take the Anglophone Canadian 

importer of Turkish shirts who translated the “Made in Turkey” label as “Fabriqué en 

Dinde” (Ricks 1999, 79), in the final instance, they do very little to promote foreign 

language use in business – indeed the message seems to be very much that of “traduttore 

traditore, translator betrayer.”  
 

It would appear, moreover, that academic research into language use in the international 

business literature is very thin on the ground. It seems that most international business 

writers remain trapped in the 1940s as often the only reference to linguistic theory is to that 

of Whorf. Terpstra and David (Terpstra and David 1991, 23) write, “a language is not a 

universal means of communication. Rather, it is a means of communication within a 

particular culture. Whorf […] suggests that each language signifies and perpetuates a 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
7 This means that on average just under 1% of the total number of pages in International Business texts are 
dedicated to aspects of language. 
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particular world view – that is a general frame of reference that molds the thoughts of its 

users”. This idea of Weltanschauung is oft repeated, though perhaps often misunderstood,8 

in international business texts and forms the basis for their perception of “language” as 

nothing more than a cultural characteristic rather than an integral part of culture itself. 

Fishman maintains: 

 

Most human behaviors are language imbedded (sic) and, therefore, language 

is an inevitable part of culture. Ceremonies, rituals, songs, stories, spells, 

curses, prayers, laws (not to mention conversations, requests and 

instructions) are all speech acts or speech events that constitute the very 

warp and woof of ethnic life. But such complex ethnocultural arenas as 

socialization, education, barter and negotiation are also entirely awash in 

language. Language is, therefore, not only part of culture but a very major 

and crucial part as well. All those who seek to enter fully into a given 

ethnoculture and understand it must, accordingly, master its language, for 

only through that language can they possibly participate in and experience 

the culture (Fishman 1985, xi my emphasis). 

 

The failure to delve further into linguistic theory demonstrates the lacuna in the way 

language is treated in international business texts.  

 

What is gaining more and more ground in international business literature, is the interest in 

cross-cultural issues, also reflecting new real-life business concerns. In her 1990 survey of 

foreign language use in U.S. businesses, Carol Fixman found that most business people 

“saw cross-cultural understanding as important for doing business in a global economy” 

but “[f]ew considered knowledge of a foreign language a key element in this 

understanding” (Fixman 1990, 27). A large number of books have appeared on the market 

                                                           
8 Whorf was an advocate of multilingualism and claimed that only by learning and understanding individual 
languages can we see through the eyes of the speakers and achieve cross-cultural understanding. See: 
Benjamin Lee Whorf, Language, Thought, and Reality: Selected Writings of Benjamin Lee Whorf, ed. John 
B. Carroll, Sixth ed. (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The M.I.T. Press, 1971). 
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in the last decade or so that deal specifically with the cultural aspects of doing business 

internationally.  

 

Rather disappointingly, however, even in such texts, language is still dealt with in a 

superficial manner. One of the better examples is Jean-Claude Usunier’s 1996 Marketing 

Across Cultures (Usunier 1996). This book provides a wealth of detail on cross-cultural 

aspects of marketing and includes a chapter entitled “Language, Culture and 

Communication”. However, while Usunier does provide some useful advice on dealing 

with translations, there is still a reliance on old theory and a tendency to churn out the 

familiar linguistic anecdotes and slip-ups under the guise of instruction. 

 

That said, there is more openness to the use of other languages in business in at least some 

of these cross-cultural texts. Gary Ferraro in his 1998 book The Cultural Dimension of 

International Business, for instance, is quite forthright in his statement, “[t]he argument in 

favor of foreign language competence for international businesspeople seems so blatantly 

obvious that to have to recount it here causes twinges of embarrassment” (Ferraro 1998, 

40). He goes on to criticize the arguments put forward by other international business 

writers for not learning another language as examples of complacency and ethnocentrism 

using Whorfian theory to back up his assertions. 

 

Unfortunately, the ethnocentrism pointed out by Ferraro reigns supreme in some of the 

writing of his peers. A case in point is the following declaration by Roger Axtell. The 

opening line of his chapter on communication in The Do’s and Taboos of International 

Trade says, “English is the lingua franca of international business. That’s the good news” 

(Axtell 1989, 217), and in a section headed “Lingo” he claims, “A separate book could be 

written on this topic alone. This may seem strange since English and American/English 

have become the lingua franca for business around the world. But be aware of two facts: 

First, American/English has become cluttered with slang, jargon, buzz words, 

colloquialisms, idioms, acronyms, military, and sports terminology. Second, there are often 

vast differences between American/English and English/English; therefore comprehension 

depends on which version your overseas listener is accustomed to” (Axtell 1989, 94). For 
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Axtell, foreign languages do not even enter the picture – British English is about as exotic 

as it gets. 

 

Despite the new interest in cross-cultural concerns, international business writers remain 

deeply influenced by the universalist ideals of globalisation. Safe in the snug cocoon of the 

monoglot, they seem blind to the hegemonic overtones of what is not so far from linguistic 

imperialism. However, as globalisation appears to be part of a pattern of historical swings 

in mood between the universal and the particular, nothing is certain, least of all the 

continued dominance of English. 

 

2.5 Conclusion 
 

In the context of history, globalisation appears nothing more than an accelerated phase of 

universalism, impelled by Western politics and aided by technology. Embraced by 

capitalists and promoted by English-speaking big business, it expounds so-called 

democratic ideals of unity, homogenisation and openness. Yet, a regime that ostracises the 

“Other” by sidelining “their” languages in favour of “ours” (English) can hardly be 

considered democratic. In fact, in its failure to recognise the significance of the singular, 

the hegemonic nature of this alleged “new world order” is anything but egalitarian. 

 

The marketing adage “think global, act local” seems to have successfully incorporated the 

singular into the universal. Those working in the field of marketing are especially 

conscious of the need to consider the particularities of individual markets in their marketing 

campaigns. However, this awareness has not always been taken into account in the domain 

of international business. Many Anglophone business academics, and businesspeople 

themselves, have taken the soft option, preferring to subscribe to universalist claims that 

English is the global language. It makes life much easier: there is no need to invest time or 

money into the learning of a foreign language, nor, alternatively, does one need to hire 

someone with linguistic competence in the customer’s language. Yes, native English 

speakers certainly have an advantage in international business, or do they? 
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Despite the allure that pre-eminence and power bestows on English-speakers, Anglophone 

business people are perhaps poised to become the cretins of commerce, the dunces of 

dealings as other countries in the world advance policies of multilingualism or 

plurilingualism. By holding on to increasingly outdated universalist principles, they may be 

missing the boat. While the “Other” enjoys the benefits of cultural insight that bilingualism 

or multilingualism brings, the Anglophone may be struck where it hurts the most – in the 

back pocket.  

 

Blissfully ignorant of this, monoglot Anglophones do not seem to have considered the 

overall impression they will make on their foreign business partners. How much more 

appealing might it be for clients to deal with someone who can converse in their language, 

is familiar with their customs and with whom they can feel at ease? In the fiercely 

competitive international marketplace, Anglophone hegemonists would appear to be acting 

in a most uncapitalist way - not making the most of their business opportunities nor 

presenting themselves as the most attractive options. 

 

Insofar as language is concerned, then, Chapter 2 has shown that Anglophone international 

business writers tend to adhere to the universalist tradition, championing homogeneity and 

hegemony in the shape of English as the language of business and associating this with 

openness and efficiency. In the following chapter, we examine the portrayal of culture in 

the international business literature, and review the “cultural” advice supplied by the 

business fraternity for doing business in France. 
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Chapter 3 
 

Sex, Lies and Stereotypes: Putting Cultural Tips for Doing 

Business in France to the Test 
 

“Il y a toujours une manière de comprendre l’idiot, l’enfant, le primitif ou l’étranger, 

pourvu qu’on ait les renseignements suffisants.” 

Jean-Paul Sartre1

 

3.1 Introduction 
 

In L’existentialisme est un humanisme, Jean-Paul Sartre asserts that each individual is a 

particular example of the universal concept, “l’homme” (Sartre 1996, 28). He argues that 

the universality of the human condition allows mutual comprehension between people, 

regardless of their particular social or racial backgrounds. He writes: 

 

Tout projet, même celui du Chinois, de l’Indien ou du nègre, peut être 

compris par un Européen. Il peut être compris, cela veut dire que l’Européen 

de 1945 peut se jeter, à partir d’une situation qu’il conçoit, vers ses limites 

de la même manière, et qu’il peut refaire en lui le projet du Chinois, de 

l’Indien ou de l’Africain. Il y a universalité de tout projet en ce sens que tout 

projet est compréhensible pour tout homme (Sartre 1996, 61).2

 

                                                           
1 Jean-Paul Sartre, L'existentialisme est un humanisme (Paris: Gallimard, 1996) 61. My translation: “There is 
always a way of understanding the idiot, the child, the primitive person or the foreigner, provided that one has 
enough information.” 
2 My translation: “Any intellectual project, even that of a Chinese, an Indian or a Negro, can be understood by 
a European. This project is understandable, that is to say that from his own context, the European of 1945 is 
able to strive toward his own boundaries in the same way, and is able to reconstitute within himself the 
project of the Chinese, the Indian or the African. In every project there is universality in the sense that every 
project can be understood by every human being.” 
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Sartre believes that with some effort, and the right information, cultural differences can be 

cut through to expose the common humanity that exists within us all.  

 

In a similarly universalist vein, the structural anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss maintains 

that all cultures are based upon certain rules that appear as binary pairs or opposites (1958; 

1962; 1963; 1964; 1973). Taking his cue from linguist Ferdinand de Saussure (Saussure 

1931), Lévi-Strauss sought to explain the similarities found in myths from all over the 

world by examining their structure. He found that, like language, the myths were composed 

of units that were assembled according to certain rules. These units formed relationships 

with each other which were based on binary oppositions such as hot/cold, male/female, 

raw/cooked and so on. For Lévi-Strauss, these binary pairs, one term of which is favoured 

and the other disfavoured, form the basic structure for all ideas and concepts in a culture. 

Thus, all signifying systems and human patterns of thought in all cultures share the same 

fundamental structures irrespective of their particular content. 

 

As we have seen, the business world is firmly established in the modernist, universalist 

tradition. Globalisation seeks to extend and apply, through standardisation, its 

universalising principles throughout the world. It is not, therefore, surprising that 

international business theorists have embraced the universalist/structuralist model to 

“objectively” describe the cultures of the “Other”. This approach, however, is open to 

question. Poststructuralist and postmodern thought have highlighted issues relevant to 

cultural study of which the international business writer, with his modernist mind-set, 

seems totally unaware.  

 

Poststructuralists have challenged the methods of structuralists as imprecise and dependent 

upon the observer. Concerned with reflexivity, Pierre Bourdieu emphasises the role of the 

observer’s perceptions in the interpretation of the “Other” culture. He has “questioned 

whether the ethnographer can really represent or ‘re-present’ another culture” (Rubel and 

Rosman 1996, 1271). Postmodernists, interested in singularities and human individuality, 

see objectivity as an illusion. Melford Spiro writes: 
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The postmodernist critique of science consists of two interrelated arguments, 

epistemological and ideological. Both are based on subjectivity. First, 

because of the subjectivity of the human object, anthropology, according to 

the epistemological argument cannot be a science; and in any event the 

subjectivity of the human subject precludes the possibility of science 

discovering objective truth (qtd. in Weiss and Wesley). 

 

In the rejection of essentialism and the search for the liberation of thoughts from binary 

oppositions, the postmodern view denies the possibility of building universal theory out of 

particularities and repudiates the notion that a person from one culture can write objectively 

on that of another. 

 

With the structuralist/post-structuralist or modern/postmodern debate in mind, Chapter 3 

reviews the main cultural theories and advice expounded in the international business 

literature. It then tests some of the advice and questions the relevance of 

universalist/structuralist models and stereotypical guidelines in international business. 

 

3.2 The International Business View of Culture 
 

In response to research pointing to failures in international business stemming from a lack 

of cultural understanding,3 it has become fashionable in recent years to include sections or 

even chapters on “culture” in international business texts.4 Indeed, a number of books 

                                                           
3 See Rosalie L. Tung, The New Expatriates: Managing Human Resources Abroad (Cambridge, MA: 
Ballinger Publishing, 1988).; J. Stewart Black, H.B. Gregersen and Mark Mendenhall, Global Assignments: 
Successful Expatriating and Repatriating International Managers (San Francisco: Jossey-Blass Publishers, 
1992). 
4 Most international business text-books include sections on “culture”, ranging from a page or two to whole 
chapters. See, for example: Philip R. Cateora, International Marketing, Ninth ed. (Chicago: The Dryden Press, 
1996). 
Michael R. Czinkota and Ilkka A. Ronkainen, International Marketing, Second ed. (Chicago: The Dryden 
Press, 1990). 
John D. Daniels and Lee H. Radebaugh, International Business Environments and Operations, Ninth ed. (New 
Jersey: Prentice Hall, 2001). 
Helen Deresky, International Management Managing across Borders and Cultures (New York: Harper Collins 
College, 1994). 
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dedicated to the subject of the cultural aspects of doing business in foreign countries, 

including France, have appeared.5 As in other areas of international business, however, 

North American authors dominate the literature. While this interest in things cultural is, on 

the face of it, commendable, many of these international business writers are forgetting that 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
Charles W. L. Hill, International Business: Competing in the Global Marketplace, Third ed. (Boston: Irwin 
McGraw-Hill, 2000). 
Philip Kotler and Gary Armstrong, Marketing: An Introduction, Second ed. (New Jersey: Prentice Hall 
International, 1990). 
Mark Mendenhall, Betty Jane Punnett and David Ricks, Global Management (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
Blackwell, 1995).   
5 For general information on cross-cultural business see Richard R. Gesteland, Cross-Cultural Business 
Behaviour: Marketing, Negotiating and Managing across Cultures (Copenhagen: Copenhagen Business 
School Press, 1999). 
Christopher A. Bartlett and Sumantra Ghoshal, Managing across Borders: The Transnational Solution 
(Boston: Harvard Business School Press, 1991). 
Nan Leaptrott, Rules of the Game: Global Business Protocol (Ohio: Thomson Executive Press, 1996). 
Terri Morrison, Wayne A. Conway and George A. Borden, Kiss, Bow or Shake Hands: How to Do Business 
in Sixty Countries (Holbrook: Adams Media Corporation, 1994). 
Vern Terpstra and Kenneth David, The Cultural Environment of International Business, Third ed. (Cincinnati: 
South-Western Publishing, 1991). 
Fons Trompenaars and Charles Hampden-Turner, Riding the Waves of Culture: Understanding Cultural 
Diversity in Global Business, Second ed. (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1998). 
Jean-Claude Usunier, Marketing across Cultures, Second ed. (Hertfordshire: Prentice Hall Europe, 1996). 
Vern Terpstra and Lloyd C. Russow, International Dimensions of Marketing, Fourth ed. (Cincinnati: South-
Western College Publishing, 2000). 
H. Ned Seelye and Alan Seelye-James, Culture Clash: Managing in a Multicultural World (Lincolnwood: 
NTC Business Books, 1995). 
Terence Brake, D.M. Walker and T. Walker, Doing Business Internationally: The Guide to Cross-Cultural 
Success (New York: Irwin, 1995). 
Richard D. Lewis, When Cultures Collide: Managing Successfully across Cultures (London: Nicholas 
Brealey, 1997). 
Pervez N. Ghauri and Jean-Claude Usunier, International Business Negotiations (Oxford: Elsevier Science 
Ltd, 1996).  
Lillian H. Chaney and Jeanette S. Martin, Intercultural Business Communication, Second ed. (Upper Saddle 
River, New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 2000).  
Richard Hill, Euromanagers & Martians, Second ed. (Brussels: Europublications, 1994). 
 
Publications on doing business in France include: Edward T. Hall and Mildred Reed Hall, Understanding 
Cultural Differences (Yarmouth: Intercultural Press, 1990). 
Colin Gordon, "The Business Culture in France," Business Cultures in Europe, ed. Collin Randlesome, 
Second ed. (Oxford: Butterworth Heinemann, 1993). 
Colin Gordon, The Business Culture in France (Oxford: Butterworth-Heinemann, 1996). 
Michel Péron, "France in Europe," European Business Cultures, ed. Robert Crane (Essex: Pearson Education 
Limited, 2000). 
Joseph Szarka, Business in France: An Introduction to the Economic and Social Context (London: Pitman 
Publishing, 1992). 
Roderick Ed. Millar, Doing Business with France (London: Kogan Page, 1998). 
Gilles Asselin and Ruth Mastron, Au Contraire! Figuring out the French (Yarmouth, Maine: Intercultural 
Press, 2001).  
United States Government, "Tradition Plays an Important Role in the Business Culture of France," Business 
America 112.9 (1991). 
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their own inherent cultural assumptions and preconceptions are exposed when they write on 

“Other” cultures. At times, they reveal more about their own culture than that of the 

“foreign” one. How valid can advice on a given culture, in this case French culture, written 

from the point of view of another culture with its own prejudices, be? Can it be “correct” or 

are we entering the realm of stereotypes? And is the guidance relevant to cultures outside 

America? 

 

3.2.1 Cultural Theory in International Business: Different on 

the Outside, the Same on the Inside?  
 

Most of the cultural theory favoured by international business writers is in the universalist 

vein. Either the universal human truths that lie deep within us are emphasised, or attempts 

are made to classify cultures, to slot them into opposing binary categories so as to allow 

universal understanding. In either case, there is a Sartresque assumption that, armed with a 

sufficient number of cultural tips, people from one culture may successfully engage in 

business with people from another.  

 

The first step on this road to inter-cultural understanding is that of defining culture. In 

1945, Clyde Kluckhohn and W.H. Kelly represented culture as “all the historically created 

designs for living, explicit and implicit, rational, irrational, and nonrational, which exist at 

any given time as potential guides for the behaviour of men” (Kluckhohn and Kelly 1945, 

97). International business writers tend to cite cultural anthropologist Clifford Geertz for 

whom culture is the means by which people “communicate, perpetuate, and develop their 

knowledge about attitudes towards life. Culture is the fabric of meaning in terms of which 

human beings interpret their experience and guide their action” (qtd. in Trompenaars and 

Hampden-Turner 1998, 24). Other popular definitions include that of Vern Terpstra and 

Kenneth David who aver that culture is “a learned, shared, compelling, interrelated set of 

symbols whose meanings provide a set of orientations for members of a society. These 

orientations, taken together, provide solutions to problems that all societies must solve if 

they are to remain viable” (Terpstra and David 1991, 6, my emphasis).  
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In terms of international business, these definitions of culture have given rise to a number 

of theories designed to help business people overcome communication problems when 

dealing with foreign cultures. The cultural models that are most often cited in international 

business have mostly been developed from empirical (thus “scientific” / “objective” / 

“universal” / “modernist”) studies where the researcher has carried out his or her 

investigation on “Other” cultures. 

 

One example is Geert Hofstede, whose studies of the IBM company in the 1960s and 

1970s allowed him to compare dimensions of culture across 40 countries (1976; The 

Measurement of Human Values 1977; Cultural Determinants of the Exercise of Power in a 

Hierarchy 1977; 1978; 1984; Hofstede and Usunier 1996; 1998).6 For Hofstede, there are 

four dimensions to understanding different cultures – power distance, uncertainty 

avoidance, individualism versus collectivism and masculinity versus femininity. Based on 

the results of his interviews with IBM employees, Hofstede was able to give each country 

an index score that he used to rank cultures within each of the four categories. His analyses 

for New Zealand and France are shown in Figures 1 and 2. 

 

Interestingly, his findings more or less confirm cultural stereotypes. France is revealed as a 

country with a high uncertainty avoidance indicating its concern for “rules, regulations, 

and issues with career security” (Taylor Business Etiquette around the World: France 

1998). While it is considered a more feminine country, it scores highly in both 

individualism and power distance. New Zealand, on the other hand, shows similar traits to 

other English-speaking countries with a high individualism ranking and a low power 

distance index. 

 

                                                           
6 Hofstede’s work is often cited in international business literature. See, for example, Betty Jane Punnett and 
David Ricks, International Business (Boston: PWS-Kent Publishing Company, 1992).; Seelye and Seelye-
James, Culture Clash: Managing in a Multicultural World.; Usunier, Marketing across Cultures.; Philip R. 
Harris and Robert T. Moran, Managing Cultural Differences, Fourth ed. (Houston: Gulf Publishing Company, 
1996).; Gesteland, Cross-Cultural Business Behaviour: Marketing, Negotiating and Managing across 
Cultures.; Hill, International Business: Competing in the Global Marketplace.; Svend Hollensen, Global 
Marketing: A Market-Responsive Approach, Second ed. (Harlow: Pearson Education Limited, 2001).  
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Figure 1: Hofstede’s Analysis of France 
 

 
 

Source: (Taylor Business Etiquette around the World: France 1998). 
 

Figure 2: Hofstede’s Analysis of New Zealand 
 

 

 

Source: (Taylor Business Etiquette around the World: New Zealand 1998) 

 

 

Hofstede’s methodology, however, is problematic. His sample is taken from just one set of 

employees from one multinational company and is culture-bound to some degree.7 It 

seems something of a stretch to suggest that his findings are representative of a whole 

country, yet this is exactly how they have been interpreted in international business 

                                                           
7 Hofstede’s research team was made up of British and Americans. 
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literature.8 Additional concerns arising from Hofstede’s studies, such as whether nation-

states can be seen as homogeneous cultural entities and whether someone from one culture 

can write objectively on another culture, are relevant to the other cultural theories 

discussed in international business texts. 

 

Take the work of Edward T. Hall, for instance, who elaborated his “high context”, “low 

context” cultural model in a series of books from his 1959 work, The Silent Language, 

through to his 1990 volume co-written with Mildred Reed Hall Understanding Cultural 

Differences (Hall 1959) (Hall and Hall 1990). For Hall, a high context culture is one in 

which most of the information is in the person, while very little is in the coded, explicit, 

transmitted part of the message. On the other hand, in low context cultures, most of the 

information is vested in the explicit code. Hall and Hall state, “[t]he French are much 

higher on the context scale than either the Germans or the Americans. This difference can 

affect virtually every situation and every relationship in which the members of these two 

opposite traditions find themselves” (Hall and Hall 1990, 7).  

 

Hall is also renowned for his identification of polychronic (P time) and monochronic (M 

time). Typically, high-context cultures follow the polychronic time system and low-context 

cultures the monochronic. P time is characterised by “the simultaneous occurrence of many 

things and by ‘a great involvement with people’” (Cateora 1996, 126). M time, on the other 

hand, is linear, can be divided into small units and is perceived as almost tangible. Thus, 

because of the highly polychronic nature of the French, Hall explains to the M time 

American: 

 

                                                           
8 Some writers take the idea of classifying cultures even further by sorting them into groups or clusters. Betty 
Jane Punnett and David A. Ricks, for instance, list eight country clusters (Anglo, Germanic, Latin European, 
Nordic, Latin American, Near Eastern, Far Eastern, Arab) and one independent group, rationalising their 
groupings on the basis of “the similarities of their cultural values”. Punnett and Ricks, International Business  
156. This kind of overgeneralisation has been criticised by other business writers. Ferraro states, “[w]e 
frequently hear references made to such geographical areas as the Middle East, Latin America, or Sub-
Saharan Africa, yet these are hardly appropriate units of analysis for observing patterns of nonverbal 
communication. [. . .] we cannot count on uniformity even within a single speech community, for even here 
there are likely to be internal variations in nonverbal communication patterns depending on such variables as 
class, education, occupation, and religion. Gary P. Ferraro, The Cultural Dimension of International Business, 
Third ed. (New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1998) 67. 
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The French don’t always adhere to schedules or appointments, delivery 

dates, or deadlines [. . .]. In a polychronic system there are apt to be many 

interruptions and emergencies. If the telephone rings as a Frenchman is 

going out the door to an appointment, he must stop and speak to the caller. 

Like all polychronic people, the French have elaborate information 

networks which include clients, friends and family, and these networks must 

be maintained scrupulously if they are to function effectively. For this 

reason promptness is not always to be expected (Hall and Hall 1990, 89). 

 

Hall’s models are often cited in books on international business9 and, as the above quote 

demonstrates, Hall too applies them to the business context. While they are persuasive in 

that they offer business people a logical way of making sense of why their foreign partner 

does things differently, their universalist bias is undeniable.10  

 

Anthropologists Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck’s (Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck 1961) value 

orientations are also commonly referenced in international business texts.11 Kluckhohn and 

Strodtbeck view cultural similarities and differences in terms of basic problems that all 

societies face, including relationship of humans to nature, humans’ time orientation, beliefs 

about basic human nature, humans’ activity orientation and relationship of humans to other 

humans. “The concept underlying this approach” recap Punnet and Ricks, “is that there are 

                                                           
9 For example, see: Cateora, International Marketing.; Usunier, Marketing across Cultures., Jean-Claude 
Usunier, "The Role of Time in International Business Negotiations," International Business Negotiations, eds. 
Pervez N. Ghauri and Jean-Claude Usunier (Oxford: Elsevier Sciences Ltd, 1996).; Roger E. Axtell, The Do's 
and Taboos of International Trade (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1989).; Michael R. Czinkota, Pietra 
Rivoli and Ilkka A. Ronkainen, International Business (Chicago: The Dryden Press, 1989).; Ferraro, The 
Cultural Dimension of International Business.; Paul A. Herbig, Handbook of Cross-Cultural Marketing (New 
York: The International Business Press, 1998).; Gesteland, Cross-Cultural Business Behaviour: Marketing, 
Negotiating and Managing across Cultures.; Asselin and Mastron, Au Contraire! Figuring out the French.; 
Hollensen, Global Marketing: A Market-Responsive Approach.  
10 Hall and Hall point out that when they refer to the French, “we mean the people of northern France, 
especially those who live and work in Paris and Lyon, [. . .]. This is where we conducted out interviews with 
French women and men in business and the professions.” Hall and Hall, Understanding Cultural Differences  
85. The business writers who cite them, however, often overlook this fact. Hall and Hall’s findings are taken 
to encompass all French people, regardless of regional and ethnic differences. 
11 See Czinkota and Ronkainen, International Marketing., Punnett and Ricks, International Business., Usunier, 
Marketing across Cultures., Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner, Riding the Waves of Culture: Understanding 
Cultural Diversity in Global Business., Daniels and Radebaugh, International Business Environments and 
Operations., for example. 

  - 90  
 
 



  

different ways to cope with these problems, and different societies have adopted different 

solutions. [. . .] The focus [. . .] is on expressed cultural values. It is important in 

international business to understand the role that other cultural factors play in intercultural 

interactions” (Punnett and Ricks 1992, 161, 63). Like Lévi-Straus, Kluckhohn and 

Strodtbeck maintain that the number of universally shared problems that humans face is 

limited. They also believe that “all societies are aware of all possible kinds of solution but 

prefer them in different orders. Hence in any culture there is a set of ‘dominant’, or 

preferred, value orientations” (Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner 1998, 26).  

 

Akin to Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck, Clifford Geertz sees culture as “the way in which a 

group of people solves problems and reconciles dilemmas” (qtd. in Trompenaars and 

Hampden-Turner 1998, 6). Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner build on this supposition, 

as well as the work of Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck and the binary opposition model of Lévi-

Strauss, in their dilemma theory. In their 1998 book, they examine cultures based on the 

solutions to a number of “universal” problems chosen by their respondents. This allowed 

them to identify seven fundamental dimensions of culture: universalism versus 

particularism, individualism versus communitarianism, neutral versus emotional, specific 

versus diffuse, achievement versus ascription, attitudes to time and attitudes to the 

environment (Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner 1998, 8-10). They then use their findings 

to explain cultural differences that may occur in an international business environment, 

contrasting the viewpoints that might arise at both ends of the spectrum.12  

 

                                                           
12  Contracts, for instance, are viewed differently by universalist and particularist cultures. “Weighty 
contracts, they say, “[. . .] are a way of life in universalist cultures. A contract serves to record an agreement 
on principle and codifies what the respective parties have promised to do. It also implies consent to the 
agreement and provides recourse if the parties do not keep to their side of the deal. [. . .] [Business people in 
particularist cultures] have a personal relationship with their colleague, whom they hold in particular regard. 
If you introduce contracts with strict requirements and penalty clauses, the implied message is that one party 
would cheat the other if not legally restrained from doing so.” Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner, Riding the 
Waves of Culture: Understanding Cultural Diversity in Global Business  39-40.  
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Their dilemma theory is further elaborated in their more recent study13 where they claim to 

have made a startling discovery. They write, “[w]e finally noticed that foreign cultures are 

not arbitrarily or randomly different from one another. They are instead mirror images of 

one another’s values, reversals of the order and sequence of looking and learning” 

(Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars 2000, 1). They go on to argue that “[o]nce we grasp 

this ‘reverse view’ everything the foreign culture says and does falls into place” 

(Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars 2000, 1). With the “mirror image” theory, binary 

concepts change places, reversing their sequences, so that although “the culture must still 

deal with the same dilemmas, the view of what is primary has shifted over to the left” 

(Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars 2000, 3). The aim of this theory is to get business 

people to “perceive and think in both directions”, rather than to “apply the ‘American 

Way’ to every conceivable [problem]” (Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars 2000, 3,10).      

 

While very much concerned with classifying cultures, Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner 

allow for a certain amount of flexibility in their groupings. Rather than perceiving cultures 

as “static points on a dual axis map” they believe that cultures “dance from one preferred 

end to the opposite and back” (Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner 1998, 26). And, in their 

2000 study, they encourage cybernetic thought as the way to cross-cultural competence. 

The person who is able to see the complementary or “yin and yang” relationship of 

seemingly opposite values, is best placed to succeed in international business. 

Nevertheless, the principle of their work remains the same as that of the other theorists – 

generalising particularities to fit into categories that have universal application.  

  

The cultural models of Hofstede, Hall, Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck and others have 

provided international business writers with handy theoretical frameworks upon which to 

hang their cultural advice. Describing the “French Negotiator”, Gesteland writes: 

 

                                                           
13 Their “mirror image” theory is based on six dimensions of cultural diversity or dilemmas: universalism and 
particularism, individualism and communitarianism, specificity and diffusion, achieved status and ascribed 
status, inner direction and outer direction and sequential time and synchronous time. Charles M. Hampden-
Turner and Fons Trompenaars, Building Cross-Cultural Competence: How to Create Wealth from Conflicting 
Values (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 2000) 11.   
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French negotiators belong to a class by themselves. A product of Teutonic 

influences from the north of Europe combined with Latin infusions from the 

south, France’s business culture is unique.  

 

For example, while the French are relationship-focused they are at the same 

time a nation of individualists. Moreover though they dislike getting straight 

to the point and often employ indirect, high-context communication, they 

are quick to argue and bluntly disagree with you across the bargaining table. 

And despite the fact that the word ‘egalitarian’ is derived from égalité, 

France remains one of Europe’s most hierarchical societies today. 

 

In other words, French business executives tend to be relationship-focused, 

high-context, highly status-conscious individualists – an unusual 

combination of cultural traits (Gesteland 1999, 203). 

 

This type of analysis based on the work of the international business cultural theorists is 

not entirely false, a trace of the truth lingers. However, such research remains grounded in 

time and space and, as they are cultural descriptions based on the perceptions of outsiders, 

the insights provided can only ever be superficial. 

 

Whether it be plotting cultural variables on a graph, organising cultures into groups, sorting 

cultural behaviours into binary opposites or ranking them on a scale, the universalist 

premise behind these theories is clear. With a little effort and enough information, a foreign 

culture may be understood as, intrinsically, the human condition is universal. Using 

“scientific” methodology to quantify differences is somehow perceived to be the key to 

mutual understanding.  

 

As Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner point out, it is “differences rather than sameness 

which we notice” (Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner 1998, 26). This tendency to register 

difference in other cultures often leads to stereotyping or caricaturing national behaviours. 

Lévi-Strauss’ binary opposition theory comes into play as “people often equate something 
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different with something wrong. ‘Their way is clearly different from ours, so it cannot be 

right.’” (Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner 1998, 26). The focus on the comparison of 

cultures in international business texts tends, more often than not, toward ethnocentrism in 

taking Anglo-American cultural norms as the point of reference. 

 

3.2.2 When a Little Knowledge is a Dangerous Thing… 
 

The point of most theory is to provide a basis for the elaboration of practical guidelines or 

applications. The movement from the abstract to the concrete is swift in many international 

business texts. The theoretical frameworks outlined above are used to a greater or lesser 

extent by many writers to support their practical advice for doing business with 

“foreigners”. At times, though, the tendency to over-generalise the already universalist 

models leads to some questionable assertions about the “Other”.  

 

Moreover, because of the structuralist nature of the theory, writers end up superimposing 

their own perceptions on the situation at hand. Lévi-Strauss comments that when “we 

consider some system of belief [. . .] or some form of social organisation [. . .] the question 

we ask is ‘What does it all mean?’ To answer it, we attempt to translate into our language 

rules originally conceived in another language” (qtd. in Lett 1987, 100). Hall, for instance, 

offers guidance on dealing with the French from an (obviously) American viewpoint. He 

writes: 

 

[. . .] the French insist on politeness and respect in business. They do not like 

informality, first-naming, or anything that smacks of familiarity or lack of 

respect. They expect people to dress properly and to observe all the social 

amenities. In particular the French object to hearty backslapping, joking or 

teasing behaviour, or any kind of phony chumminess (Hall and Hall 1990, 

117). 
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This assertion only makes sense when lined up next to the contrasting (stereotypical) 

behaviour of American business people who are presumably rude, informal, disrespectful, 

superficial jokers who dress badly. This same bias recurs throughout the literature.14

 

What is more, some writers prefer simply to give advice based on anecdotal evidence. 

Perhaps because cultural issues in business have not yet been accepted as “serious” by 

some academics in the field, and certainly not by many business people,15 there is also a 

tendency toward entertainment over scholarship. An observant reader of international 

business texts will soon realise that much of the “cultural” advice is slavishly repeated from 

one book to the next. Frustratingly, few of the writers indicate their sources, indeed some 

books contain no bibliographic references at all.  

 

A review of the advice proffered for doing business with the French reveals some curious 

recommendations. For instance, in book after book readers are advised that when doing 

business in France, they should be careful about making the “ring symbol” gesture as it 

means “zero”, not “okay”.16 One also learns that snapping one’s fingers in France is 

another “no-no”, unless of course one is calling the waiter, who should be addressed as 
                                                           
14 See: Leaptrott, Rules of the Game: Global Business Protocol.; Robin Walden, "Business Culture," Doing 
Business with France, ed. Roderick Millar (London: Kogan Page, 1998).; Lewis, When Cultures Collide: 
Managing Successfully across Cultures.; Axtell, The Do's and Taboos of International Trade.; Roger E. 
Axtell, Gestures: The Do's and Taboos of Body Language around the World (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 
1991).; Roger E. Axtell, Do's and Taboos around the World, Third ed. (New York: The Parker Pen Company, 
1993).; Roger E. Axtell, Tami Briggs, Margaret Corcoran and Mary Beth Lamb, Do's and Taboos around the 
World for Women in Business (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1997). 
15 Reynolds and Rice’s survey on American companies’ preferences for educating their international 
managers found that “American managers are not overly concerned with cultural problems in international 
business. In all ‘open’ questions, the type of education mentioned by the managers was almost without 
exception ‘technical’, mostly engineering and business related. There was very little requirement seen for 
foreign language, history, art, religion, sociology, or anthropology.” John I. Reynolds and George H. Rice, 
"American Education for International Business," Management International Review 28.3 (1988): 56. They 
put this down to the emphasis American managers place on building better products that can be standardised 
for export around the world rather than customising “products or services to the peculiar needs or desires of 
specific overseas customers.” Reynolds and Rice, "American Education for International Business,": 56.  
Similarly, reviewing the literature on factors associated with successful international corporate assignments, 
Paul W. Russell Jr. found that cultural empathy only ranked eighth on a list of ten factors cited in Harris and 
Moran, Managing Cultural Differences  147-49. 
16 See, for example Morrison, Conway and Borden, Kiss, Bow or Shake Hands: How to Do Business in Sixty 
Countries  125.; Axtell, The Do's and Taboos of International Trade  95.; Axtell, Gestures: The Do's and 
Taboos of Body Language around the World  47.; Gesteland, Cross-Cultural Business Behaviour: Marketing, 
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garçon. Much of this kind of advice can be traced to Roger E. Axtell, author of a series of 

books on international business etiquette. 

 

According to Axtell, there are a number of things that one should or should not do when 

conducting business in France. For example:  

 

- Never eat sandwiches with your fingers (Axtell et al. 1997, 59); 

- The French are “appalled by the way anyone else speaks French – including some other 

Frenchmen. Unless you are urged to trot out your Berlitz lessons, it is safer to stick to 

English except for greetings, toasts and an occasional isolated phrase” (Axtell 1993, 

27); 

- Avoid using toothpicks, nail clippers or combs in public, yawning or scratching in 

public or slapping an open palm over the closed fist – it has a vulgar meaning (Axtell 

1991, 136); 

- Using the index and middle fingers to push the nose upward signals “It’s so easy I 

could do it with my fingers up my nose” (Axtell 1991, 136); 

- Don’t smile excessively; the French don’t smile unless there is a good reason (Axtell et 

al. 1997, 61); 

- And talking about kissing, he states, “[t]he French… well, the French seem to be doing 

it everywhere all the time: on the cheeks, the hands, and even into the air” (Axtell 

1991, 72). 

 

Axtell is not the only international business writer peddling such dubious advice. Morrison, 

Conway and Borden assert, “the top executive [in a French company] is known as the PDG 

(pronounced pay-day-ahjay)” (Morrison, Conway and Borden 1994, 124). In Rules of the 

Game: global business protocol, Nan Leaptrott describes the “French Player” as “superior, 

formal, closed, secretive [and] adversarial” whose objective is to “maintain 

nonaccountability” and who does not like “dealing with foreigners” (Leaptrott 1996, 100). 

She warns the prospective businessperson, “Appear humble, but not like a country 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
Negotiating and Managing across Cultures  205.; Daniels and Radebaugh, International Business 
Environments and Operations  72. 
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bumpkin. Show some sophistication. You are naturally humble because of the fact that you 

are not French. Do not attempt to find common ground. The French do not want to relate to 

you. Generally, the French don’t care to know anything about you” (Leaptrott 1996, 101). 

Continuing in this suspicious vein, she rounds off with this assertion, “Tax evasion is the 

French national pastime” (Leaptrott 1996, 104). Here we seem to have surpassed the 

sphere of entertainment and entered that of prejudice and hostility.  

 

Leaptrott aside, one could only hope that the objective of these books is to provide a little 

light comedy. However, the very same claims appear in more “serious” international 

business texts.17 Let us take, for instance, the “zero ring symbol”, commonly cited as one 

of the particularities of French kinesics. 

 

While references to this gesture appear throughout international business literature, it is not 

usually attributed to any particular source. Gary Ferraro, however, breaks the mould by 

citing Morris, Collett, Marsh and O’Shaughnessy’s 1979 study of hand gestures in 25 

European countries (Ferraro 1998, 71). Surprisingly, though Morris et al. do indeed 

mention it as meaning “zero” for 48% of Franco-Belgian informants, 39% of informants 

equate it with meaning “good”. After discussing how it came to be that two meanings exist 

side-by-side for the same gesture, the authors conclude that it is in fact not a commonly 

used gesture and that the most popular way of saying that everything is fine in France is to 

use the “thumbs up” (Morris et al. 1979, 108-13).  

 

Why, then, do international business writers highlight the importance of the ring symbol? 

It would appear that someone misinterpreted this information or simplified it so much as to 

make it erroneous and then wrote about it. This was then picked up by another writer who 

repeated it and so on. As quite a few international business texts are rather light on their 

referencing, one could suppose that after having been repeated often enough the “zero ring 

                                                           
17 See, for instance, Lewis, When Cultures Collide: Managing Successfully across Cultures.; Hall and Hall, 
Understanding Cultural Differences.; Ferraro, The Cultural Dimension of International Business.; Daniels and 
Radebaugh, International Business Environments and Operations. 
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symbol” somehow entered the realm of fact, despite the testimony of the 39% of 

respondents for whom it meant “okay”. 

 

As if this were not disturbing enough, international business writers are relying for their 

cross-cultural counsel on one survey published twenty-three years ago, carried out by 

Americans and thus subject (as they are non-Europeans) to the intrusion of cultural 

prejudices, or as James A. Lee calls it the “self-reference criterion” (Lee 1966). One must 

keep in mind that culture is not static; it changes over time. What may have been true 30 

years ago is probably not so now.  

 

It would seem that much of the cultural advice given to international business people is 

reliant on outdated universalist/structuralist based frameworks that report “differences” 

from the observer’s point of view. Much of the more “practical” tips betray the 

ethnocentrism of their authors who are unable to see the “Other” through anything but their 

own culturally biased eyes. The tips are mostly for American consumption, that is French 

culture is constantly contrasted (both explicitly and implicitly) with American culture. 

Most of these texts are, however, available worldwide. One must question the utility of 

cultural advice written from an American perspective for readers from other countries such 

as New Zealand. Is it even possible to write up a list of guidelines that are not influenced in 

some way by one’s own world view? 

 

In addition, the information is superficial, representative only of what Terpstra and David 

call “frontstage culture”.18 To what extent can international business people take this 

advice at face value? Do people read these “country-at-a-glance” guides and feel that they 

are sufficiently prepared to do business in France? And how damaging is erroneous advice 

for the business person abroad? 

                                                           
18 Terpstra and David define “frontstage culture” as the “standard, normal, proper ways of doing things that 
insiders are willing to share with outsiders.” Terpstra and David, The Cultural Environment of International 
Business  9. “Backstage culture”, on the other hand refers to “knowledge that insiders define as standard 
ways of doing things that they are not willing to share with outsiders [. . .] [as insiders] may regard the 
activity as illegal, illicit, or just shameful [. . .] [or they] may define the activity as private knowledge that in 
some way gives competitive advantage to those who know it.” Terpstra and David, The Cultural 
Environment of International Business  10.   
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Another concern is that of overgeneralisation of national cultures. How can cultural 

guidelines be inclusive of all the regions, classes and ethnic groups present in France? In 

other words, how “true” are they?  

 

3.3 Putting Cultural Tips to the Test 
 

In order to determine the veracity of the cultural advice published in the international 

business literature, it was decided to test it on a randomly selected group of French people. 

The method selected was an anonymous questionnaire in French comprising four sections: 

personal information, body language, etiquette and stereotypes, and advice.19 Although a 

fairly standard “universalist”, “scientific” research tool – a questionnaire was used, the aim 

was simply to ascertain whether particular cultural advice based on universalist theories or 

anecdotal evidence and subject to the cultural prejudices of the observer is relevant, correct 

or useful for the New Zealand business person in France rather than to gather data from 

which an “objective” description of French business culture could be written or from which 

a new theory could be developed.  

 

3.3.1 Creating the Test: Sondage sur l’utilisation du langage non 

verbal dans les affaires en France 
 

The questionnaire includes some of the more commonly cited advice on non verbal 

language and business etiquette in international business texts. Aware of my role as the 

observer and the “Other”, I tried not to let my own perceptions of what was right and 

wrong play a role in the selection of advice. In an attempt to counteract any bias on my 

part, I included gestures and tips that I felt were probably accurate as well as those I 

                                                           
19 Approval for the dissemination of the anonymous questionnaire was granted by the University of Auckland 
Human Subjects Ethics Committee on 14 November 2001 for a period of three years, Reference: 2001/Q/042. 
For the full French version of the Sondage sur l’utilisation du langage non verbal dans les affaires en France, 
see Appendix I. For an English translation of this questionnaire, see Appendix II.  

  - 99  
 
 



  

believed erroneous. And, although most of the gestures selected are those reported as 

“typically French”, I also incorporated a few that were not especially associated with 

France. 

 

The questionnaire is divided into four parts. The first part, Renseignements personnels, 

consists of a series of questions designed to elicit information on the composition of the 

sample, such as gender, age, profession, place of birth and so on. The second section, 

Gestes, is made up of twenty photographs of different gestures.20 For each photograph, the 

respondent is given four options: to say whether the gesture is positive, negative, neutral or 

unknown. The respondent is also given space to explain the gesture in his or her own words 

if he or she so desires. Étiquette et Stéréotypes, the third section, comprises fifty pieces of 

advice on doing business in France which were culled from a variety of international 

business publications.21 The respondent is simply required to say whether each conseil is 

true or false.22 The final section contains one open question: Quels conseils de nature 

culturelle donneriez-vous à une entreprise néo-zélandaise qui souhaite faire des affaires en 

                                                           
20 The main sources of information for section 2 on gestures were: Desmond Morris, Peter Collett, Peter 
Marsh and Marie O'Shaughnessy, Gestures: Their Origins and Distribution (New York: Stein and Day, 
1979).; Axtell, The Do's and Taboos of International Trade., Axtell, Gestures: The Do's and Taboos of Body 
Language around the World.; Morrison, Conway and Borden, Kiss, Bow or Shake Hands: How to Do 
Business in Sixty Countries.; Harris and Moran, Managing Cultural Differences.; Gesteland, Cross-Cultural 
Business Behaviour: Marketing, Negotiating and Managing across Cultures.; Asselin and Mastron, Au 
Contraire! Figuring out the French.; and Daniels and Radebaugh, International Business Environments and 
Operations. 
21 The tips in section 3 on business etiquette and stereotypes were gathered from: Axtell, The Do's and Taboos 
of International Trade.; Axtell, Gestures: The Do's and Taboos of Body Language around the World.; Axtell, 
Do's and Taboos around the World.; Axtell, Briggs, Corcoran and Lamb, Do's and Taboos around the World 
for Women in Business.; Czinkota and Ronkainen, International Marketing.; Gesteland, Cross-Cultural 
Business Behaviour: Marketing, Negotiating and Managing across Cultures.; Gordon, The Business Culture 
in France.; Hall and Hall, Understanding Cultural Differences.; Kotler and Armstrong, Marketing: An 
Introduction.; Leaptrott, Rules of the Game: Global Business Protocol.; Morrison, Conway and Borden, Kiss, 
Bow or Shake Hands: How to Do Business in Sixty Countries.; Terri Morrison, Wayne A. Conway and 
Joseph J. Douress, Dun & Bradstreet's Guide to Doing Business around the World (New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 
1997).; Lewis, When Cultures Collide: Managing Successfully across Cultures.; David A. Ricks, Blunders in 
International Business, Third ed. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999).; and Walden, "Business Culture,". However, the 
gestures and the advice on etiquette selected are common throughout the literature. 
22 The prejudices of the observer and the comparative nature of some of the advice included in this section are 
quite obvious. For example, question 3.31 Les hommes et les femmes d’affaires français prêtent beaucoup 
d’attention aux détails / aiment entrer dans les détails (French business people pay close attention to detail) is 
entirely relative. Just how much is beaucoup and on whose terms? However, as absurd as it may have seemed 
to the respondents, I needed to leave it as it was, unchanged, in order to be true to the task of testing the 
advice. 
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France ?23 This allows respondents to offer the type of cultural advice they believe most 

useful for the New Zealand business person in France. 

 

3.3.2 The Sample 
 

The criteria for sample selection were not complicated. The subjects were to be French, in 

the sense that they live or had lived in France for most of their lives,24 employed adults, 

preferably in the commercial sector, and willing to participate in the study.  

 

A total of 34 people completed the questionnaire, 22 of whom I met while on a research 

trip to France in January of 2002. The other 12 consisted of French people who had 

recently arrived in New Zealand whom I contacted in March 2002 through the Alliance 

Française in Auckland25 and through the University of Auckland. 

 

The random sample includes people from all over France. Although most of the 

respondents were born in Paris or Northern France (44.1%), the other regions are also 

represented with 17.6% of the participants from Central France, 14.7% from Eastern 

France, 5.9% from Western France and 5.9% from Southern France. 11.8% of the 

respondents were born outside of France in Algeria, Canada, Ireland and Argentina. While 

the majority of the sample currently resides in the greater Paris region (67.6%), 3% live in 

Central France and 29.4% live in Auckland.  

 

Women, representing 59% of respondents, slightly dominate the sample. 

 

                                                           
23 My translation: “What cultural advice would you give to a New Zealand company wanting to do business 
in France?”  
24 It was decided not to exclude respondents who, though born outside the Hexagone are very much part of 
today’s multicultural French society. The French business world is not made up entirely of “Marcel Duponts” 
and I felt that it was important to reflect this in the sample. 
25 I would like to thank Sonia Plantey from the Alliance Française d’Auckland for her part in the 
dissemination of the survey. 
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Figure 3: Place of Birth
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Figure 4: Current Location
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The bulk of the participants fall into the 31-45 year old age group (52.9%), followed by the 

46-60 year old age group (26.5%), then the 18-30 year old age group (20.6%). There is a 

fairly even distribution of men and women in the two former age groups. However, in the 

case of the 18-30 year olds, women constitute 71%. 

 

As for occupational groups, most of the participants work in professional jobs26 or 

management (32.4% and 29.4% respectively). 17.6% are support staff and 20.6% work in 

other areas.27 Interestingly, while there is an even gender split (50%) for respondents 

working in management roles, men outnumber women 63.6% to 36.4% in professional 

                                                           
26 Some of the professional jobs include doctors, engineers and teachers. 
27 Some of the “other” jobs are painter, sales representative and cameraman. 
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positions. On the other hand, women form 100% of support staff and 66.7% of workers in 

other jobs. 

 

Figure 5: Occupational Groups
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3.3.3 Results 
 

The results are divided into three sections. Firstly, the findings for the gestures are 

discussed, followed by those on stereotypes and etiquette. The third section reveals the 

advice respondents give to the New Zealand business person wanting to do business in 

France. 

 

3.3.3.1 French Gestures: Mon œil ! 
 

When international business writers discuss inter-cultural communication, differences in 

gestures or kinesics are invariably topics of interest. In the preface to their 1979 book on 

gestures, Morris et al. state: 

 

[. . .] social intercourse depends heavily on the actions, postures, movements 

and expressions of the talking bodies. Where communication of changing 
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moods and emotional states is concerned, we would go so far as to claim 

that gestural information is even more important than verbal (Morris et al. 

1979, xi).  

 

If this were the case, then it would seem important to get gestural information for business 

people right. However, as the results of this investigation show, gestures are not universal, 

even within single speech communities. Interpretations vary and some gestures labelled 

“typically French” in the literature are, quite simply, not. 

 

This section discusses each of the twenty gestures in the survey in turn,28 comparing and 

contrasting the meanings given in international business texts with the interpretations of my 

respondents.29

 

Gesture 1 – Crossed Fingers 

 

- “Protection” / “Good Luck” (Morris et al. 1979, 21,22). 

 
Figure 6: Crossed Fingers

0.00%
20.00%
40.00%
60.00%
80.00%

Don't
know

Neutral Negative Positive

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
28 I would like to thank my models, Youcef Boukhelifa, Dr. Jean-Christian Pleau and Dr. Rosemary Arnoux, 
for kindly agreeing to pose for the photographs used in the survey. 
29 When analysing the findings for the gestures, it became apparent that there was some ambiguity in the 
interpretation of three of the photographs: gesture 9 – the fingertip kiss, gesture 12 – the chin flick and gesture 
19 – the nose screw. All of these gestures involve movement, which was not possible to convey in a still 
image. Although I was able to demonstrate all of the gestures to most of the respondents I met in France and 
some of those in New Zealand, the sample also included about 9 informants who completed the survey by 
post. These people did not have the opportunity to see the gesture performed and could only rely on the 
photograph. In some cases, it would appear that the photograph was not sufficient stimulus. 
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For the majority of respondents (65%), the crossed fingers gesture signified something 

positive. For the most part, this was either “good luck” or a hope that everything would turn 

out for the best. One participant saw it as denoting “le premier point” or the first point the 

interlocutor was making. None of the respondents indicated that it was a sign of protection 

as such, although one suggested that it was used to cancel out a promise or a lie. One other 

interpretation was that it meant “égalité” in terms of things being even. 

 

Gesture 2 – The Palm-back V-Sign 

 

- “Here [in France] the ‘V’ for victory signal is done with palm either forward or backward; 

both mean ‘peace’ or ‘victory’. (In England, the ‘V’ is only done with the palm outward; if 

the palm faces inward it is an obscene gesture” (Axtell 1991, 136).  

- “Victory” / “Two” (Morris et al. 1979, 239).    

 

The palm-back V-sign was, for most participants, a positive gesture meaning either “V for 

victory” or other variants such as “bravo”. For one respondent it evoked “peace and love”. 

The other alternative was the more neutral meaning of “two” and a number of respondents 

indicated both alternatives. Only one informant identified it as an obscene gesture. 

Interestingly, though French, this person was schooled in Ireland where she more than 

likely picked up the Anglo meaning of this gesture. For nearly 30% of the sample, this 

gesture was unknown. 

 

 Figure 7: Palm-back V-Sign
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Gesture 3 – The Flat-hand Flick 
 

- “Departure description” / “Departure Demand” (Morris et al. 1979, 95-97). Morris notes, 

“In Italy, the gesture is almost exclusively a rejection: buzz off, get lost, go away, push off. 

In France, this command is also employed, but there it is rivalled by the descriptive 

meaning: he’s gone away, I’m going, I’m leaving, I’m off, I’ve run away, I was gone, 

they’re making off, we’re off” (Morris et al. 1979, 95-97).     

 

 

 
Figure 8: Flat-hand Flick
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The negative implications of the flat-hand flick dominated my sample with nearly half of 

respondents indicating that this was a fairly vulgar gesture meaning either “get lost” or 

“let’s go” / “let’s get out of here”. Other interpretations included “indifference” and 

“flattering someone in a sycophantic fashion”. For around 35% it was more neutral, though 

it still carried the meaning of departure. A small number of informants saw it as a positive 

sign meaning “sorted” as in a problem that has been sorted out.  

 

Gesture 4 – Le bras d’honneur 
 

- “The sexual insult. Bugger off!, fuck off!, get lost!, get stuffed, go to hell, go to the 

devil, I’ll get you, piss off!, take this!, up yours” (Morris et al. 1979, 85).  
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- “_______ you!” (Axtell 1993, 48).    

 

 

 Figure 9: Le bras d'honneur
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The bras d’honneur was one of the most recognised gestures of the 20 in the survey. For all 

but one of the informants it was seen as a very negative and vulgar sign meaning “get 

fucked”. The sole informant who interpreted this gesture as neutral also equated it with “va 

te faire foutre”, or get fucked, showing that the meaning was the same across the board. 
 

Gesture 5 – Thumbs Up 
 

- “.… the most popular way of saying ‘everything is fine’ in France…” (Morris et al. 1979, 

113).  

- “To indicate ‘A-OK’ they [the French] flash the thumbs up sign…” (Gesteland 1999, 

205).    

- “The ‘thumbs up’ sign means ‘O.K.’ (Morrison, Conway and Borden 1994, 125).    

- “Their [the French] gesture for ‘OK’ is the ‘thumbs up’ sign” (Chaney and Martin 2000, 

122). 

 

The thumbs up sign was confirmed by 100% of informants as a positive gesture. Only a 

few, however, mentioned that it meant “okay”. For most respondents, the meaning was 
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more superlative, with expressions such as “Super !”, “Génial !”, “Numéro 1”, “Parfait”, 

“Bravo” and “Top du top” more commonly cited. One person claimed that it signified 

“we’re going to win”. 

 
Figure 10: Thumbs Up
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Gesture 6 – The Ring Symbol 
 

- “…the U.S. ‘O.K.’ sign (forming a circle with thumb and forefinger) means ‘zero’ in 

France (Morrison, Conway and Borden 1994, 125).  

- “…in France it [the O.K. sign] means ‘zero’ or ‘worthless’” (Axtell 1989, 95). 

- “The thumb-and-forefinger circle signifies ‘zero’ in France” (Gesteland 1999, 205).     

- “… this [. . .] hand gesture means ‘zero’ or ‘worthless’ to the French (Ferraro 1998, 73).    

- “France – Zero or worthless” (Daniels and Radebaugh 2001, 72).    

- “The U.S. ‘OK’ sign means ‘zero’ or ‘worthless’ to the French” (Chaney and Martin 

2000, 122). 

 Figure 11: Ring Symbol
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The most famous symbol in international business literature, the use of the “ring” is warned 

against in France as it is supposed to mean “zero” rather than “okay”. However, as 

previously shown, Morris et al.’s research pointed to the existence of both the “zero” and 

“okay” meanings in France, with the former slightly dominating the latter. My findings 

show that contrary to all advice, most respondents interpreted the ring symbol as positive, 

some offering the “okay” meaning, while others indicating that it signified more than okay. 

Some examples include, “impeccable”, “parfait” and “reçu 5/5”. On the other hand, all of 

those who saw the ring symbol as negative equated it with either “zéro” or “nul” (worthless 

or useless). Two informants explained that the ring symbol could mean “okay” or “zero”, 

depending on the context. None of the respondents who saw it as neutral offered any 

further explanation of its meaning.  

 

What is interesting is that the positive meaning of the ring symbol cannot be attributed to 

any particular group, geographical, social or otherwise. In fact, the distribution reflects, 

almost exactly, the makeup of the sample. Slightly more women (56%) than men (44%) 

saw it as positive and more professionals (38%) and managers (31%) gave it this 

interpretation than those employed in other jobs (25%) and support staff (6%). The 31-45 

year old age group dominated the others with 56% of positive analyses coming from them 

as opposed to 25% from the 46-60 year olds and 19% from the 18-30s. Similarly, 56% of 

the positive ring symbol respondents came from Paris or Northern France, with 20% from 

the East, while those from the West, South and Central areas and other countries 

represented just 6% of positive replies. This means that the positive ring symbol gesture is 

known across gender and age groups and social and geographical boundaries. 

 

Gesture 7 – Snapping Fingers 
 

- “… snapping the fingers of both hands at the same time can have vulgar meanings in 

places like France” (Axtell 1991, 104). 

- “Snapping the fingers of both hands [. . .] ]has a] vulgar meaning” (Harris and Moran 

1996, 320). 
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 Figure 12: Snapping Fingers
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Despite what American business writers would have people believe, snapping the fingers of 

both hands is not a rude gesture in France. None of the respondents, not even the small 

number who saw it as negative, suggested any vulgarity in its usage. Most informants saw 

this gesture as neutral or positive, though an equally high number didn’t know the gesture. 

There were quite diverse interpretations of snapping the fingers, ranging from conveying 

the idea of immediacy, joy, music or dancing, to money and rapidity. Some saw it as 

accompanying a superlative like “Chouette !” and others perceived it as a way to call 

someone. The negative reading of this gesture was “hurry up”. 
 

Gesture 8 – Digitus Impudicus 
 

- “Obscene insult” (Morris et al. 1979, 81).  

 
Figure 13: Digitus Impudicus
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Like the bras d’honneur, the finger is a gesture known to all respondents. 100% saw it as a 

negative insult, meaning “fuck you” or “get fucked”. 

 

Gesture 9 –The Fingertip Kiss 
 

- “The fingertip kiss is [. . .] strongly identified with the French (who else). It conveys 

several streams of the basic message ‘That’s good. That’s great! That’s beautiful!” (Axtell 

1991, 73).  

- “A Frenchman kisses his fingers which has become known as a special Gallic 

 gesture of praise, whether it be for a pretty woman or a memorable wine” (Axtell 1991, 

81).  

 

 Figure 14: Fingertip Kiss
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For what has been described as a typically French gesture, it is interesting to note that only 

half of the respondents understood it as a gesture of praise. Of those who did, several 

pointed out that while they recognised it as meaning “good” or “excellent”, it was not very 

French (the fact that around a quarter of respondents did not know it would seem to 

corroborate this). Some suggested that it was rather more associated with the Italians. Other 

positive interpretations included “pleasure”, “I send you my love” and “great”. For those 
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who saw it as negative, the reason given was that it was a mocking gesture.30 Morris et al. 

also found that this was no more a French gesture than “... Spanish, Yugoslav, Dutch, 

Greek or Turkish” (Morris et al. 1979, 10). They also suggest that it has become a 

stereotypical French gesture only in the eyes of English-speaking foreigners. 

 

Gesture 10 – Mon œil 
 

- “‘I am alert’ or ‘Be alert’ [. . .] in France” (Ferraro 1998, 71). 

- “The eyelid pull [. . .] means ‘You can’t fool me. I see what you’re up to’” (Axtell 1991, 

64). 

“…the French [. . .] use the eye-pull gesture to indicate their superiority or disbelief…” 

(Morris et al. 1979, 74).  

 

 

 Figure 15: Mon œil
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For a significant number of respondents (71%), the eyelid pull had negative connotations, 

meaning “I don’t believe you” or “you are a liar”. A few participants mentioned that it 

meant “you won’t catch me out” or “you can’t fool me”. Several pointed out that it was 
                                                           
30 The fact that some of the respondents did not see this gesture performed may have had an impact on the 
results. The photograph may have been ambiguous for a few people, as some of the interpretations included 
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more a gesture used by children or was very “familier” or informal. Although attributing 

similar meanings to this gesture, about 24% of informants felt that it was neutral, claiming 

that it was more friendly than aggressive.  
 

Gesture 11 – The Head Toss 
 

- “Beckon” for a small number of Morris et al.’s respondents (Morris et al. 1979, 166).     

 

   
Figure 16: Head Toss
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The head toss is not a gesture commonly associated with the French and a quarter of my 

informants were not familiar with it. However, unlike Morris et al.’s informants, my 

respondents offered quite a number of interpretations for this gesture and not one of them 

was “beckon”. Identified as negative by 41%, most saw it as a sign of arrogance with the 

head tosser assuming a position of superiority over his interlocutor. Some said that it 

showed disbelief or a “know-it all” attitude. For those who found it a more neutral sign, 

meanings ranged from “what’s up?” to a show of surprise to “not convinced”. Positive 

interpretations included “I am the champion” and “comfort”. 
 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
“food”, “Pinocchio” and “mocking someone”.  
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Gesture 12 – The Chin Flick 
 

- “In France [. . .] it means ‘Get lost. You are annoying me.’ [. . .] In France it symbolizes a 

man’s beard. Therefore, as an insult it is saying ‘I throw my masculinity at you’” (Axtell 

1991, 76).  

- “Disinterest” / “Boredom” (Morris et al. 1979, 170-71).       

      

      

Figure 17: Chin Flick
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The chin-flick was not recognised by nearly 40% of my informants. Just over 40%, 

however, said it was a negative signal, meaning either scorn, “I’ve had enough” or 

boredom. However, no one mentioned that it meant “get lost”. Only one person who 

thought it was a positive gesture explained what it meant, and that was “haha, I got you” in 

the sense that I tricked or got something over my interlocutor.31  
 

Gesture 13 – The Cheek Stroke 
 

- “Thin and ill” / “Thinking” / “Success” (Morris et al. 1979, 182).     

 
                                                           
31 The chin flick was one of the gestures involving movement that may have been misinterpreted by some of 
the respondents who did not see it performed. Some of those who gave it a neutral rating said that it meant 
“reflection” or “I don’t know”. It seems obvious that these interpretations are not of the chin flick but rather 
of someone resting his fingers under his chin. 
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Over 60% of informants saw the cheek stroke as neutral. For them it symbolised 

“thinking”, “hesitation”, “scepticism” and “doubtful”. One respondent suggested that it 

could be interpreted as “I am thinking about it but the answer is already no”. The 32% who 

saw this gesture as negative gave similar meanings but a few said that it meant “I am 

annoyed”, “I am worried” or “I am bored”. None mentioned anything about “thin and ill” 

or “success”. 

 

 

 Figure 18: Cheek Stroke
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Gesture 14 – The Temple Tap 
 

- This gesture is not associated with France in particular, but generally “if a man taps his 

temple with the tip of his forefinger, it can mean one of two things, either ‘crazy’ or 

‘intelligent’…” (Morris et al. 1979, xxi).    

 

 Figure 19: Temple Tap
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I decided to test this “universal” gesture on the French sample to see which of the two 

meanings was dominant in France. For most respondents, the gesture was negative and was 

associated with craziness. For those who considered it to be neutral, the meaning was most 

usually madness too, though one person suggested it meant “I’ll have to think about it” and 

another said it meant “Eureka!”. Similarly, for the few that saw it as a positive gesture, it 

meant either “Eureka!” or “thinking about something”. This gesture was not connected with 

intelligence for any of my respondents. The more positive or neutral interpretations were 

more to do with “I just had a good idea” or “I’ve got it” than any notion of cleverness.  

 

Gesture 15 – The Ear Touch 
 

- In the South of France this gesture is a warning to children. “The adult, threatening the 

child, tugs at his own ear, saying in effect: ‘This is what I will do to you, if you don’t 

behave yourself.’” (Morris et al. 1979, 207).    

 

 
Figure 20: Ear Touch
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The majority of my respondents (56%) did not know this gesture. None of those who did, 

however, equated it with a warning to children. For most, the ear touch conveyed the 

message “I didn’t hear you”, “could you repeat that?” or “I didn’t understand”. A few 

interpreted it negatively; one saying that it could be employed in an ironic way as if to say 
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“what did I just hear?” and another suggesting that it showed hesitation before making a 

decision. The three that saw it as positive all proposed different meanings: “more”, 

“attentive” and “what?”. 

 

Gesture 16 – The Flute 
 

- “In France, if you play an imaginary flute, you’re sending a signal saying ‘You are talking 

so long, I am getting bored.’” (Axtell 1991, 38).    

 

 
Figure 21: Flute
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While 65% of my respondents agreed that the flute was a negative gesture, none of them 

said that it indicated boredom. In fact, all those who provided an explanation claimed that it 

meant “I don’t believe you”, “you are telling stories” or “you are lying”. 
 

Gesture 17 – Hands in Pockets 
 

- Avoid “[c]onversing with hands in pockets” in France (Axtell 1991, 136). 

- In France “[t]aboos include standing or speaking with hands in one’s pockets…” 

(Gesteland 1999, 205). 
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- “People who [. . .] speak to someone with their hands in their pockets [. . .] are considered 

to be lacking in respectfulness and good manners in France” (Asselin and Mastron 2001, 

185). 

- In France “…standing with your hands in your pockets can be considered impolite” 

(Axtell 1991, 42). 

 

 
Figure 22: Hands in Pockets
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This gesture is said to be one of the taboo signs in France. However, according to my 

findings, only just over 30% of respondents interpreted it negatively, most of whom 

indicated that it showed “disinterest”, “an unwillingness to commit oneself” or that the 

person was “too relaxed”. Nearly half of the informants, though, saw it as a neutral stance 

showing that the person was “relaxed” or “at ease”. The same meanings were cited by the 

few who interpreted this gesture positively. A small number of informants stated that it 

could be positive or negative, either showing someone who was “relaxed” or “a slacker”. 

 

Gesture 18 – The Cheek Flick 
 

- “To say ‘How dull,’ [in France] flick the fingers across the cheek” (Axtell 1991, 137). 

-  “…a slight pass of the fingernails over the cheek can communicate to a  colleague, I’m 

about to pass out from boredom here!” (Asselin and Mastron 2001, 189). 
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The cheek flick was a well-known gesture. 80% of respondents indicated that it was 

employed to show boredom; that the interlocutor was “barbant” or “rasoir”. For 9% it was 

a neutral gesture and 11% said it was unfamiliar to them. 

 
Figure 23: Cheek Flick
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Gesture 19 – The Nose Screw 
 

- “The nose twist is apparently totally unique to France. There it signifies drunkenness and 

may be used by one person signalling to a second person that a third party has become 

drunk” (Axtell 1991, 68). 

 

 
Figure 24: Nose Screw
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Despite reservations about this photograph, in that it showed the Canadian version of the 

nose screw rather than the one that is more commonly employed in France, the majority of 

informants identified it as showing drunkenness. They said that it either means “you are 

drunk”, “he is drunk” or “I am drunk”. 56% saw it as a negative sign, while 27% said it was 

neutral and could be used in a joking or good-natured way.32

 

Gesture 20 – The Palm Punch 

 

- “The fist slap [. . .] can signify a very strong, rude message saying ‘Up Yours!’” in France 

(Axtell 1991, 97). 

- “Taboos [in France] include [. . .] slapping the palm of one hand over a closed fist” 

(Gesteland 1999, 205). 

- “Slapping the open palm over a closed fist is vulgar” (Morrison, Conway and Borden 

1994, 125). 

- “…slapping an open palm over a closed fist [has a] vulgar meaning” (Harris and Moran 

1996, 320). 

- “Avoid slapping the open palm over a closed fist as this gesture is considered vulgar” 

(Chaney and Martin 2000, 122). 

 

 
Figure 25: Palm Punch
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32 A few respondents who did not see it performed possibly misinterpreted the nose screw.  This is because it 
is a gesture that involves movement that may not be obvious in a still photograph. A small number of 
informants said that it was a positive sign meaning “I got you there” or “she’s good” referring to an attractive 
woman. 
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The palm punch is reputed to be a rude or vulgar gesture in France. However, not one of 

my respondents designated it as such. While 38% perceived it as negative, the meanings 

ranged from “angry” to “I’m going to hit you” to “I got him”. The message seemed to be 

one of aggressiveness rather than vulgarity. Interestingly, 30% of informants saw the palm 

punch as positive. It was seen as a sign to be used when you felt that you were going to get 

or achieve something. Some saw it as a positive affirmation of an action, as in “yes, let’s 

go” and one saw it as meaning “we’re going to fight for something”. A further 21% said 

that it was a neutral gesture. For them it meant “zut !”, a mild curse, a show of surprise “Ah, 

ben, ça alors !” or a way of illustrating insistence or emphasis.   

 

3.3.3.1.1 Gestures in Business 
 

The gesture test shows that while certain gestures are well known in France, others are 

more open to interpretation and some are quite wrongly analysed and reported on in the 

international business literature.  

 

Foreigners would be fairly safe crossing their fingers in France where this gesture is most 

likely to be interpreted as “good luck” and they would not have any worries using the 

Palm-back V-sign to signify either “victory” or the number two. Similarly, if they were 

bored, they might like to employ the cheek flick and if they or their companions have 

partaken of a little too much vin rouge, they could put the nose screw into practice. The 

bras d’honneur, the finger and the “thumbs up” sign are also commonly recognised but 

with the exception of the thumbs up, they are hardly the type of gestures most business 

people would need or want to use. Nor are the flat-hand flick or the eye-lid pull appropriate 

signals to use in the business context. Both are described as familier and are reserved for 

use in informal settings. 

 

The same could be said, in fact, for the majority of the gestures mentioned in the 

international business texts. What is worrying, though, is that the meanings given for a 

number of them are incorrect. Several of the gestures that business people are warned 
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against performing were proven to be quite innocuous. Firstly, there is the ring symbol, 

which does not only mean “zero” in France, at least not according to my respondents. 

Rather, more interpreted it as having a positive meaning, either “perfect” or “okay”. This 

symbol, then, is not the bogey-gesture of international business, it is simply a sign that has 

more than one interpretation in France. Secondly, there are the other purportedly vulgar 

gestures to be avoided at all costs in France: snapping the fingers of both hands, standing or 

speaking with one’s hands in one’s pockets and punching one’s palm. None of these 

gestures were considered rude by any of my informants. Indeed, snapping one’s fingers was 

interpreted as a largely positive or neutral action and putting one’s hands in one’s pockets 

generally gave the impression that the person in question was relaxed. Though seen as 

negative by quite a few respondents, the palm punch was more a sign of aggressiveness 

than obscenity, and quite a few others interpreted it as a positive gesture. 

 

Some of the gestures could be dangerous, on the other hand, if the meaning given in the 

international business texts is believed. The flute, for instance, is said to be used to indicate 

boredom, but it actually means “you are telling lies”. And if one tried to beckon someone 

using the head toss, the signal would probably be interpreted as a sign of arrogance or 

superiority.  

 

Other points of interest include the unmasking of the fingertip kiss, which was shown to be 

a stereotypical French gesture in the eyes of Anglophones, the preponderance of the 

“crazy” meaning for the temple tap in France and the different interpretations of the cheek 

stroke and the ear touch in Morris et al.’s survey compared with the meanings given by my 

respondents.  

 

One of the most important points to come out of the test, though, is that many of the 

gestures are quite ambiguous. Different respondents interpreted them in different and, at 

times, conflicting ways. This suggests that a lot of gestural language depends on one’s 

individual background, and most signs are therefore not universal even within the same 

speech community.  
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All in all, then, it would seem that the information given on gestures in the international 

business literature is of little value to the New Zealand business person. Aside from the 

errors and ambiguities, emphasis on American signs, such as the Ring Symbol, seems 

irrelevant in a country where the “thumbs up” is prevalent. The idea that learning a few 

hand signals is sufficient “cultural” preparation for doing business in France is ludicrous, 

yet alongside a few pieces of other “cultural” advice, which we shall review in the 

following section, this is about all most international business writers see fit to include in a 

section or chapter on “culture”. Without a linguistic context, however, these “frontstage” 

cultural cues may be very slim back up for the business person hoping to understand his 

French interlocutor. 

 

As one of my informants so appositely put it:  

 

Dans le milieu des affaires la gestuelle [. . .] n’est pas utilisée. Elle serait 

même considérée comme une mauvaise éducation. L’entreprise néo-

zélandaise doit se renseigner sur les conduites et les méthodes françaises. Ne 

pas arriver en pays conquis. Avoir quelques notions sur la France (son 

histoire, sa culture) est une bonne attitude.33

 

3.3.3.2 Etiquette and Stereotypes 
 

As it is with gestures, when it comes to advice on what to do or what not to do when doing 

business in France, things are very rarely black and white. All 50 of the tips included in the 

survey appear in various international business publications as veritable facts. However, my 

findings show that much of the guidance is debatable and some is quite off beam. 

 

 

                                                           
33 My translation: “In the business arena gestures are not used. [To use them] would even be considered as a 
sign of a bad upbringing. The New Zealand company should find out about the French way of doing things. 
Don’t arrive like a conquistador. Knowing something about France (its history and culture) is a good attitude 
to have.” 
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Figure 26: Reliability  of the Guidance 
by  Question Number
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There were only two pieces of advice that all the respondents agreed were true. The first 

one, “knock and wait before entering a closed office door”, is an example of guidance 

based on a contrast in cultural preconceptions. For the French, and in all probability for 

most New Zealanders too, this is rather an obvious point of common courtesy. For the 

Americans, however, it is a point of difference that needs underlining. Morrison et al. warn 

the American business person in France to “[r]espect privacy. The French close doors 

behind them; you should do the same. Knock and wait before entering (Morrison, Conway 

and Douress 1997, 141). Other commonly accepted tips that reflect American cultural 

prejudices include “do not talk too loudly in public” with 94% concurring, “French 
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business people critique more than they compliment” (91%) “French business people are 

slow to make decisions” (71%) and “do not rest your feet on tables and chairs” (85%). All 

of these show the mirror image, as Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner might say 

(Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars 2000, 1), of North American business practices and are 

of questionable value to the New Zealand business person. 

 

Figure 27: Reliability  of the Guidance in 
Ascending Order
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The second “true” statement was “French business works through networks and personal 

contacts”. This attestation seems altogether more relevant, pointing to the way French 

business is carried out and the importance placed on relationships and communication. In a 

similar vein, 94% of participants agreed that “foreign firms should follow up meetings with 

French partners with a letter recording their understanding of the decisions made and the 

points to be actioned”, 88% agreed that business cards were exchanged often in France and 

71% upheld the statement that French wholesalers do not promote products, rather they ask 

retailers what they want and then deliver it. Again, highlighting the value of 

communication, 94% believed that “the French appreciate people who are able to express 

their opinions well” and 91% concurred that “foreigners who display a good knowledge of 

French history, art and geography are appreciated”.  

 

Indeed, the use of the French language in business is seen as significant for many of the 

respondents. 79% stated that “foreign firms should use French in correspondence and in 

their product literature when doing business in France” and, contrary to what Anglophone 

international business writers would have everyone think, 71% affirmed that “French is the 

language of business in France”. 

 

Other high scoring tips centre around gift-giving practices, with 94% not advising gifts of 

chrysanthemums and 91% agreeing that red roses would not be ideal gifts for hosts or 

hostesses. Interestingly, despite claims to the contrary in the business texts, chocolates were 

not considered preferable presents with only 24% of the sample agreeing that they would 

be appreciated. What is more striking is that 94% of the participants disagreed with the 

notion that wine was an inappropriate gift. 

 

Advice on dining etiquette is similarly contentious. While certain points were upheld by the 

majority of respondents, such as “whoever initiates a meal invitation is expected to pay” 

(97%) and “when dining, keep your hands above the table” (91%), other suggestions were 

blatantly untrue. Somewhat unsurprisingly, only 6% of respondents agreed that “you should 
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use a knife and fork to eat sandwiches”,34 and only 35% felt that you shouldn’t drink spirits 

before a meal, diverging considerably from Roger Axtell’s opinion that “[m]any French 

people are offended by dinner guests who begin a meal with palate-numbing drinks like 

martinis and scotch” (Axtell 1993, 27). Axtell seems to have forgotten or is unaware of the 

French tradition of l’apéritif.  

 

When it comes to business lunches, business writers are similarly mistaken when advising 

not to discuss business over a meal. 79% of participants disagreed with this statement and 

71% disagreed that business should not be discussed until dessert. Interestingly, a slim 

majority (56%) agreed that to beckon a waiter, you should tip your head back and say 

garçon, though most did advise dropping the garçon if you did not want to come across as 

a foreigner or a total snob. Most were in accord, however, with the practice of not sipping 

wine until the host has sipped (74%) and 85% advised against using bread to wipe up 

sauces in a restaurant. This latter piece of advice, though, is one that many respondents 

were quick to point out as true “en théorie”, that is according to French savoir-vivre one 

should not use bread to wipe up sauces off one’s plate, but “en réalité” it was fairly 

standard practice.35 I witnessed this when dining in restaurants with some of my 

respondents who, quite unselfconsciously, began swirling pieces of baguette around their 

plate. Likewise, 65% of the sample indicated that peeling fruit with a knife and eating it 

with a fork was appropriate behaviour, though most said that they never did it themselves. 

The aversion to cutting lettuce with a knife, however, was true for 76% of respondents, 

most of whom adhered to this custom in their everyday lives. 

 

What respondents did consider inappropriate, on the other hand, was the crossing of legs 

when seated. 76% disputed Axtell’s claim that when seated “the French customarily cross 

the legs at the knees” (Axtell 1991, 136). They also tended to disagree with advice on 

                                                           
34 One of my respondents recoiled in horror at the thought of eating sandwiches with cutlery. She explained 
that according to the Christian tradition, bread should never be brought into contact with steel. 
35 Jette Schramm-Nielsen notes the tendency of French respondents to questionnaires to reply “from a 
normative ‘en principe’ attitude and not according to what they actually do [. . .] the French – maybe more so 
than some other cultures – often live with and react on these two levels of reality.” Jette Schramm-Nielsen, 
"How to Interpret Uncertainty Avoidance Scores: A Comparative Study of Danish and French Firms," Cross 
Cultural Management - An International Journal 7.4 (2000): 7.  
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topics of conversation. 79% felt that the statement “French people do not like talking about 

politics” was fallacious and 53% did not adhere to the view that “foreigners should not brag 

about their own country”. Some did, however, uphold the claims that “French people do not 

like talking about money” (76%) and “French people dislike personal questions” (62%). 

Only 24% of participants believed that formal introductions through a country’s embassy 

were a good way for foreign firms to meet potential French customers, distributors or 

partners. The most ineffectual tip, however, has to be “to call a taxi in Paris, just snap your 

fingers”. 97% of respondents rejected this Axtell gem (Axtell 1991, 136), guffawing at the 

very thought of it. 

 

The findings also question the stereotypical libertine nature of the French. 29% said that 

sex and nudity in advertising shocked them and 24% denied that “French people enjoy 

flirting with each other in the office”. Respondents were divided on the statement that 

“French people do not smile unless there is a good reason” with slightly over half agreeing. 

Similarly, 56% felt that French people were uncomfortable being complimented or praised 

excessively. 

 

While some of the advice proffered by international business writers is either supported or 

categorically denied by my respondents, there are far more grey areas to contend with. 

Figure 27 shows that there are a large number of tips that split opinions more or less 

equally. One example is advice on greetings. Just over half of the respondents felt it 

appropriate to greet each person when entering a room and only 50% agreed that “you 

should shake hands with each person when entering a room”. As for who should offer their 

hand first, 59% believed that in cases involving men and women it should be the woman 

who does so. Other tips that focus on French behaviour in business are also debatable. 50% 

of respondents agreed that “punctuality is not important in business – people are often late”, 

56% shared the opinion that “French business people hate commitment. They will wait 

until the last minute before scheduling anything”, though more agreed that meetings are 

rescheduled frequently in France (68%), and 65% felt that the French are very formal and 

reserved in business. These tips are subjective in that they reflect the point of view of the 

observer who has indirectly contrasted “French” behaviour with that of their own culture. 
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One could certainly query the value judgement of Morrison et al. who claim that the 

“French hate commitment” (Morrison, Conway and Douress 1997, 139), based on the 

assertion that “[t]hey will wait until the last minute before scheduling anything” (Morrison, 

Conway and Douress 1997, 139).36 The relativity of the observation on formality in 

business is also worth noting – the French are formal and reserved in comparison to whom? 

The answer would have to be the Americans.  

 

Two other tips that place French culture in contrast to that of the Americans show similar 

levels of ambiguity. Just under half of the respondents disagreed with the idea that snapping 

the fingers of both hands is vulgar and 56% affirmed the tip “do not converse with your 

hands in your pockets”. These figures make interesting reading when compared with the 

results on gestures. Curiously, only around 8% perceived the snapping fingers gesture as 

negative, most interpreting it as neutral or positive. And most saw the hands in pockets 

gesture as neutral too. Approximately 32% stated that it was negative. This shows that at 

times the actual gesture itself may cause a lot less offence than the mere thought of it. 

 

When considering the import of this guidance, one has to ask at what point something can 

be taken as true. What proportion of respondents has to be in agreement for a piece of 

advice to be deemed valid? This may prove very difficult to answer, but unless there is a 

reasonably high rate of concurrence, it would seem risky to treat any tip as gospel.  
 

Despite the recent attention cultural matters have received in the international business 

literature, then, it would appear that the interest has for the most part been at a superficial 

level. Is it enough for the New Zealand business person to swot up on a few cultural tips 

before his or her trip to France? It would appear not. Many of the pointers are written from 

the perspective of their American observers and are therefore not always relevant or 

applicable to the New Zealand cultural environment. Furthermore, a good deal of the 

advice offered is misleading and some hints could make the business person in France look, 

at best, ridiculous, at worst, offensive. What, then, could New Zealand firms either wanting 

                                                           
36 The notion that the French dislike commitment is also mentioned by Hall and Hall, Understanding Cultural 
Differences  89. They equate it with the polychronic nature of the French. 
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to do business with the French or wishing to improve their pre-existing business relations 

with France, do? For my French respondents, the answer was clear. If a New Zealand 

company wants to succeed in France, it must go beyond the surface layer of culture and be 

open to the use of the French language. 

 

3.3.3.3 Conseils from the French Respondents 
 

Having questioned and, in quite a few cases, rejected the Anglophone business writers’ 

guidance on doing business in France, the French respondents of my survey were given the 

chance to make their own suggestions in section 4.  

 

Out of the 34 who participated in the survey, 21 or 62% took up this opportunity to advise 

New Zealand firms on what they, as French people, saw as important advice for working 

with their countrymen. The fourteen most popular pieces of advice are presented in Figure 

28. 

 

What is striking is the fact that the two most commonly cited pieces of advice were having 

a good knowledge of French culture and speaking the French language. 48% and 43% of 

respondents mentioned these factors respectively. Interestingly, when it came to the use of 

the French language, all but one of the respondents emphasised that the New Zealand 

representative should speak the French language fluently. Moreover, many informants were 

quick to point out that rather than learning about gestures, it was more important to have in-

depth knowledge of French customs, history, savoir-vivre and business practices in order to 

adapt to the French market. There seemed quite a lot of resistance to the idea of the New 

Zealander imposing his language or culture on the French buyer. One informant wrote, 

“essayer de s’adapter à la vie française plutôt que de nous planter la culture néo-

zélandaise”,37 and another stated, “que le ‘Kamikaze’ Néo-Zélandais choisi pour venir faire 

des affaires en France pour sa société, connaisse la France et sa culture, parle français, aime 

                                                           
37 My translation: “Try to adapt to the French way of life rather than forcing New Zealand culture upon us.” 
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la France et les Français [et] ait envie d’être en France”.38 In other words, that the New 

Zealander going to France should respect the language and culture of his or her customers. 

It was also interesting to note that 10% of respondents indicated that the person sent to do 

business in France should actually like France and like French people.  
 

Figure 28: French Respondents'  Advice
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The third most important point made by respondents was that French business works very 

much on a relational level, that is to say, it is important to establish a good relationship with 

one’s French counterpart. One person said that a New Zealand business person should 

                                                           
38 My translation: “The New Zealand ‘kamikaze’ chosen to come and do business in France for his company 
should know France and its culture, speak French, like France and the French and want to be in France.” 
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“développer de la sympathie, de la communication avec les Français qui fonctionnent sur le 

mode relationnel”.39 Others highlighted the importance of networks in French business and 

some mentioned that it was a good idea to personalise contacts, that is, get to know one 

person in the French company with whom you are working and build up a relationship with 

this person. Indeed, 14% of respondents felt that it was important to have only one contact 

person in a firm. According to one informant, “il faut constamment être en contact avec son 

homologue français et ‘sympathiser’ par téléphone. Quand on a la sympathie d’une 

personne dans l’autre entreprise, on peut compter sur elle”.40 To form this sort of 

relationship, it would appear, one would need to have a good command of the French 

language. What is more, 10% of the sample suggested that in order to facilitate the building 

of relationships, it was imperative that the New Zealand business person actually visit the 

French firm with whom they were doing, or wishing to do, business. As several informants 

put it, “il faut accepter le contact physique”.41

 

While emphasising the value of being on friendly terms with one’s French business partner, 

informants were quick to call attention to the fact that formality and politeness were still 

expected of their New Zealand counterpart. Friendliness should not be confused with 

familiarity. One person warned, “éviter les rapports décontractés”42 and another said, 

“respecter le côté formel des Français”.43

 

Two of the key qualities required of a New Zealand business person working with the 

French are humility (24%) and patience (19%). “Humilité et patience”, claimed one 

respondent, “seront récompensées par la confiance”.44 For another participant the situation 

was more complex. On the one hand, one needed to be patient, on the other, one needed to 

“pousser les Français à prendre la décision ou à avoir l’idée en premier (une entreprise 

                                                           
39 My translation: “Develop congeniality and communication with the French who function on the basis of 
relationships.” 
40 My translation: “you should be in constant contact with your French counterpart and make friends with him 
over the phone. When one has the friendship of someone in the other company, one can count on him.”   
41 My translation: “You need to accept ‘physical contact’, in other words you need to meet people face-to-
face.” 
42 My translation: “Avoid relationships that are too relaxed.” 
43 My translation: “Respect the formal side of the French.” 
44 My translation: “Humility and patience will be rewarded by trust.” 
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française n’aime pas la concurrence et préfère travailler avec des entreprises légèrement 

inférieures). Il faut donc les rassurer et leur montrer (ou laisser paraître !) que leur avis est 

très important.45 Some offered explanations as to why foreigners needed to exert patience 

when dealing with the French. For instance, one should take into account the fact that many 

top managers in French companies are graduates from the Grandes Écoles46 who most 

likely had experience working as high-ranking public servants. In such positions, they had 

to be very prudent. “Ils ont donc gardé cette prudence et c’est pour cela qu’ils prennent leur 

temps avant de prendre une décision. En tant qu’intéllos, ils réfléchissent beaucoup”.47  

 

More practical advice included quoting prices in Euros (19%), doing a thorough 

environmental study before entering the market (19%), and adapting the product to suit 

French tastes (14%). All of these tips point to a resistance to standardisation or to an 

imposition of foreign practices or systems in France. “Qu’il parle prix en euros et surtout 

pas en dollars”48 was a sentiment echoed by several participants.  

 

In addition to the advice tabled in Figure 28, individual respondents offered the following 

hints: be punctual even if your French counterpart is running late, pay attention to your 

personal presentation, do not accept an initial refusal as a positive answer may be 

forthcoming, use a French agent, women should play on their charme in business but they 

                                                           
45 My translation: “Push the French into taking a decision or let them think that they were the first to have an 
idea (a French company does not like competition and prefers to work with slightly inferior partners). 
Therefore, you need to reassure them and show them (or make it seem as though) their opinion is very 
important.” 
46 The Grandes Écoles are élite tertiary institutes, entry into which is highly competitive and only the very 
best students are accepted into them.  
47 My translation: “They have thus kept this prudence or caution and this is why they take their time to make 
decisions. As intellectuals they reflect on things a lot.” This same point is raised by French international 
negotiation expert, Guy Deloffre, who explains that because many of France’s top managers are graduates 
from the Grandes Écoles, solving a problem in a French firm often calls for “…une démarche opératoire 
longue, complexe, hermétique à l’esprit rationnel de nombreux étrangers, qui débouche sur la solution à la 
française” Guy Deloffre, Pratique De La Négociation Internationale, Collection Théorie Et Pratique Du 
Management - Série: Internationale (Paris: Editions Eska, 1999) 120-21. My translation: “an operative 
approach that is long, complex, completely alien to the rational ways of thinking of many foreigners and 
which results in a very French solution.”    
48 My translation: “That he [the representative of a New Zealand company] talk about prices in Euros, 
certainly not in dollars.”  
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should also know when to stop,49 French business people like detailed information as it 

gives them a sense of security, promote New Zealand and try to share some New Zealand 

traditions and customs when in France, never criticise French food, wine or lamb as they 

are the best in the world, and finally it is a good idea to get agreements in writing. 

 

For my respondents, then, superficial knowledge of gestural behaviour and a fleeting 

familiarity with French etiquette via the intermediary of an American observer, would not 

stand a New Zealand company in good stead in the French business world. 

 

3.4 Conclusion 

 

There is a degree of danger attached to taking at face value much of the cultural advice 

proffered in the international business literature. This is because what may be perceived as 

“reality” to an outsider is not necessarily reality for someone living in the “Other” culture. 

What is more, people living in the “Other” culture may have their own perceptions of 

reality based on differences in their socio-economic, regional, educational or ethnic 

backgrounds. When dealing with something as subjective as culture, any attempt to 

objectively describe it, without letting one’s own value judgements encroach upon the 

account, seems an impossible task. 

 

After considering the results of the Sondage sur l’utilisation du langage non verbal dans 

les affaires en France, one must seriously question the utility of categorising “Other” 

cultures. By using “scientific” and “universalist” methodology, international business 

researchers bind themselves to structuralist perspectives, and by constantly comparing and 

contrasting the culture of the “Other” with their own in-built cultural frameworks and belief 
                                                           
49 One respondent, a female Communications Manager, gave quite a detailed account of her views on women 
in French business. She claimed that on the one hand, women had some advantages in business as they could 
play on their charm or seductiveness - provided that they knew when to stop. They were also in a position to 
be able to obtain more information and, at times, get male colleagues to agree to more of their suggestions as 
males tended to feel less threatened by women in business. On the other hand, she also said that there were 
disadvantages to being a woman in business, not the least of which being that there were still some men who 
felt that women should be at home raising children. As these men waited for women to make the slightest 
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systems, they cannot help but paint a biased picture. In the quest to find the universality of 

humanity of which Sartre wrote, any practical advice to emerge from the international 

business cultural theory seems doomed to stay in the realm of the superficial and 

ethnocentric.   

 

The question is, can we ever get away from this world of binary opposites, from this 

framework that forces us to compare and contrast everything? Can we escape the influence 

of the observer or the interpreter and move out of the sphere of superficiality and 

ethnocentrism?  

 

The answer, it seems, must be “no” as long as we continue to view the “Other” as the 

“Other”. For, according to binary opposition theory, what is different or opposed to our 

way of looking at things is necessarily wrong, or at least not favoured. This position breeds 

suspicion and hostility from which spring stereotypes and misunderstandings. 

 

Yet if we were to take the postmodern argument to the extreme, we would say that it is 

impossible to ever understand the “Other”, to “translate” the culture of the “Other”. No 

particularities could be generalised and things would remain fragmented and localised. 

However, this is not a very constructive solution nor is it one that would solve the kind of 

communication problems faced by those working in the commercial world. 

 

The only way to break free from this inhibiting mind-set is to embrace a more holistic 

approach encompassing the learning of the language of the “Other”, through which one can 

then understand the culture. As has been demonstrated in this chapter, most of the advice 

that was considered useful centred on communication. In other words, one needs to speak 

the language to understand and integrate oneself into the culture of the “Other”. Divorced 

from their linguistic context, many of the cultural tips and gestures were demonstrated to be 

of little value, as real communication, at least at the sophisticated level required in a 

business negotiation, depends on language. If one really wants to make an international 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
error, women always had to perform at a much higher level in order to impress them. She also said that 
women had to work much harder to achieve their goals and gain recognition. 
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deal, it is not going to be done through hand gestures! Moreover, in order to really 

comprehend the significance of kinesics and other non verbal behaviour, it is necessary to 

learn the language, history and culture of the “Other” country in question. 

 

That language and culture are inextricably linked is a concept that is not lost on some of the 

international business writers. Svend Hollensen posits: 

 

A country’s language is the key to its culture and can be described as the 

mirror of the culture. Thus, if one is to work extensively with any one 

culture, it is imperative to learn the language. Learning a language well 

means learning the culture because the words of the language are merely 

concepts reflecting the culture from which it derives (Hollensen 2001, 164). 

 

Czinkota and Ronkainen add: 

 

Very often mastery of the language is required before a person is accultured 

to a culture other than his or her own. Language mastery must go beyond 

technical competency because every language has words and phrases that 

can be readily understood only in context. Such phrases are carriers of 

culture; they represent special ways a culture has developed to view some 

aspect of human existence (Czinkota and Ronkainen 1990, 136). 

 

And with special reference to the French, Hall and Hall claim: 

 

In France you will need one [. . .] very important skill: fluency in the French 

language. Americans working with the French must speak their language or 

their business will suffer (Hall and Hall 1990, 130-31). 

 

Unfortunately, as we have seen so far, the Anglophone international business world has 

been reluctant to espouse the use of “foreign” languages in commerce, preferring to push 

English as the language of business. While this stance may initially seem attractive, without 
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knowledge of one’s business partner’s language, one is only ever destined to scratch the 

surface of his or her culture, and this may prove detrimental to the business relationship. 

 

Having examined the way in which the international business literature represents linguistic 

and cultural matters in business, we shall now explore the role accorded “foreign” 

languages in the “real” business world. The following chapter reviews surveys that have 

been carried out in the United States, the United Kingdom and New Zealand with a view to 

gauging the status of foreign languages in Anglophone companies and understanding the 

part they play in international export.  

  - 137  
 
 



  

Chapter 4 
 

Foreign Language Use in Business: Surveying the Surveys 
 

“Then [the sixteenth century] and now the bulk of mankind is monoglot.”  

Benedict Anderson1  

 

4.1 Introduction 
 

Writing on the rise of nationalism, Benedict Anderson demonstrates the important role 

capitalism, the printing press and language played in the forging of nations and national 

consciousness. The printing industry, one of the first forms of capitalist enterprise, had a 

fairly restricted initial market comprising the small number of literate Latin-readers in 

Europe.  As the citation above suggests, then as now, bilingualism was not the norm and 

market-saturation occurred within one hundred and fifty years. “The logic of capitalism 

thus meant that once the elite Latin market was saturated, the potentially huge markets 

represented by the monoglot masses would beckon” (Anderson 1991, 38). 

 

The profit-driven decision to eschew Latin in favour of assorted vernaculars was perhaps 

one of the first examples of marketing orientation at work. The Reformation and the 

gradual spread of “particular vernaculars as instruments of administrative centralization by 

certain well-positioned would-be absolutist monarchs” (Anderson 1991, 40) contributed to 

the demise of Latin and its consequent lack of viability as a print-language. The capitalist 

printers understood that to sell more books, to make more money, they would need to 

address their potential customers in their own language, indeed produce books written in 

their own vernacular thus creating, ultimately, mass monoglot reading publics.  
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Eventually, the vernaculars that were amalgamated into print-languages gained a certain 

fixity and privilege. They unified, via print and paper, speakers of different varieties of 

French or Spanish or English who may not have been able to understand each other in 

conversation. “These fellow-readers, [. . .] formed, in their secular, particular, visible 

invisibility, the embryo of the nationally imagined community” (Anderson 1991, 44). 

 

The vernacularisation of Europe, although inevitable,2 was to prove a double-edged sword 

not only for future printing houses but also for all capitalist enterprise. Bilingualism 

became redundant in nations built on linguistic similarity and while the printers initially 

created a much larger market for their wares, it was one limited to a single vernacular. 

What they had inadvertently created was, in effect, a national market, or at least the 

beginnings of one. No longer would readers across Europe be able to enjoy the same 

editions of the same books. Each vernacular would instead forge its own literary tradition 

thus contributing to a growing national consciousness. If readers from other territories 

speaking other languages wanted to read such works, they would have to turn to 

translations. 

 

This sixteenth century move from Latin to (selected) vernaculars has wide implications for 

twenty-first century commerce. The shrinking, borderless world brought to us via high-

speed transport, telecommunications and multi-media, the so-called “global village”, is real 

and yet unreal so long as nations are speaking different languages. The notion, largely 

promulgated by monoglot Anglophones, that English is the language of international 

business is a modern-day attempt to promote the universal over the singular. While this fits 

French philosopher Jean Baudrillard’s rock, paper, scissors metaphor for the cyclic 

superposition of the singular, universal and global,3 it appears curiously anti-capitalist and 

somewhat illogical. The first capitalists were astute enough to realise that monolingualism 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
1 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (Revised 
Edition) (London: Verso, 1991) 38. 
2 Commenting on the fatality of human linguistic diversity, Anderson (1991, 43) writes, “Particular languages 
can die or be wiped out, but there was and is no possibility of humankind’s general linguistic unification.” 
3 Baudrillard used this metaphor in a public lecture entitled “The Global, the Universal and the Singular” at 
the Auckland Town Hall on 21 March, 2001. Jean Baudrillard, "The Global, the Universal and the Singular," 
Baudrillard: West of the Dateline Conference (Auckland, New Zealand: 2001). 
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was the norm rather than the exception, at least in Europe, and that by catering to individual 

monolingual markets in their own particular vernacular they would make a profit. The 

modern-day Anglophone business person would appear to have swept aside the good sense 

of his predecessors in a peculiarly blinkered monoglot way, forgetting that a lot of the 

world remains just as blindly monoglot as he.4

 

Yet not all those working in international commerce are pushing for the out-and-out 

universal. Not all the players in the global marketplace see English as the new Latin. A 

body of research exists on the use of foreign languages in business in several English-

speaking countries. Surveys have been carried out to discover the extent to which 

Anglophone companies use foreign languages when dealing with overseas buyers and how 

this affects their bottom line.  

 

What, then, is the stance of Anglophone firms generally, and New Zealand companies in 

particular, when it comes to using foreign languages in business? Are they capitalist in 

nature? Do they, like the printers of old, seek high profit in the singular or do they opt for 

the cult of the universal, forsaking probable higher returns for convenience? 

 

The aim of this chapter is to reveal the position, as this has been investigated to date, of 

New Zealand companies dealing with France in relation to the use of the French language 

                                                           
4 There are of course parts of the world that are extremely linguistically diverse, for example in Papua New 
Guinea, New Caledonia and parts of Africa, where multilingualism is the norm. Crystal observes that, “96% 
of the world’s languages are spoken by just 4% of the population” and he notes that, “half the human race is 
known to be at least bi-lingual.” Crystal, Language Death  14, 45. Nonetheless, in much of the world, single 
dominant languages have taken root. Crystal writes, “It is notable that the nations which are most 
monolingual in ability and attitude are those with a history of major colonial or religious expansion – their 
roles, in the West, reflected chiefly in the former or present-day widespread use of Arabic, Dutch, English, 
French, German, Italian, Portuguese, and Spanish.” Crystal, Language Death  45. Suzanne Romaine claims 
that in Europe, “Language and nation coincide. Because of the identification of national entities with 
linguistic integrity, heterogeneity has tended to be limited to the frontiers and was for that reason local and 
peripheral, e.g. the Basques in Spain and France, and the ‘Celtic fringe’ in the British Isles and France. Thus, 
twenty-five out of thirty-six of the European countries are officially unilingual.” Suzanne Romaine, Language 
in Society: An Introduction to Sociolinguistics, Second ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000) 34. 
 
Alastair Pennycook challenges the idea that monolingualism is the “norm”. He claims that, “thought on 
linguistics from Saussure through to Chomsky and beyond has taken monolingualism to be the norm, a view 
clearly rooted far more in the language myths of Europe than in the multilingual contexts in which most 
people in the world live.” Pennycook, The Cultural Politics of English as an International Language  121. 

  - 140  
 
 



  

when doing business. This is set in the context of the research on the use of foreign 

languages in business among the major English-speaking trading nations. A review and 

critical analysis of surveys carried out in the United States and the United Kingdom serves 

to expose universalist tendencies among American firms and a shift towards the singular in 

Britain. To date, the research on New Zealand companies shows a predominantly universal 

stance rather than concern with singularity despite certain changes in behaviours and 

attitudes.  

 

4.2 Surveys on the Foreign Language Use in Business of the 

Major Anglophone Players 
 

From the latter part of the twentieth century, world trade patterns have become increasingly 

more “global”. Improvements in transport and technology5 as well as a changing 

geopolitical environment have allowed companies access to a vast array of new markets. 

The move away from traditional areas of interest for English-speaking countries such as the 

United States, the United Kingdom and New Zealand has meant having to deal with 

decidedly foreign cultures, and this brings with it a raft of new challenges.  

 

4.2.1 The Universalist Approach – English Rules, OK?: 

Surveys on Foreign Languages in American Business  
 

In the United States, competition and a weakening home market forced American firms to 

venture into the international marketplace. Certain companies, such as McDonalds, Coca-

Cola and Ford, have since made the world their market, their success hailed as proof of a 

                                                           
5 Dani Rodrik writes, “Advances in communications and transportation mean that large segments of national 
economies are much more exposed to international trade and capital flows than they have ever been, 
regardless of what policymakers choose to do” Dani Rodrik, Has Globalization Gone Too Far? (Washington, 
DC: Institute for International Economics, 1997) 9. This viewpoint can be contrasted with that of Robert 
Went who claims that “technological change has only facilitated globalization processes set in motion by 
conscious political decisions, pioneered by right-wing US and British governments, from the early 1970s to 
the early 1980s” Robert Went, Globalization: Neoliberal Challenge, Radical Responses, trans. Peter Drucker 
(London: Pluto Press, 2000) 53. 
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new era in business, that of the globalisation of markets. Globalisation guru, Theodore 

Levitt, writes: 

 

They [Coca-Cola, Pepsi-Cola and American cigarettes] exemplify a general 

drift toward the homogenization of the world and how companies distribute, 

finance, and price products. Nothing is exempt. The products and methods 

of the industrialized world play a single tune for all the world, and all the 

world eagerly dances to it (Levitt 1983, 93). 

 
However, a great number of American companies, particularly smaller ones, have not met 

with such overwhelming international success. Kotler and Armstrong point out that, in 

former times, managers “…did not need to learn other languages, deal with strange and 

changing currencies, face political and legal uncertainties, or adapt their products to 

different customer needs and expectations” (Kotler and Armstrong 1990, 462). In other 

words, globalisation does not necessarily mean standardisation. New overseas markets are 

different from the home market and a degree of change in attitude and business practices is 

necessary if they are to be exploited profitably. 

 

In order to determine the views of American business people on issues of communication 

with foreign markets, to establish whether a growth in overseas trade coincided with a rise 

in the use of foreign languages in business, researchers have carried out a number of 

studies. 

 

In 1977, Marianne Inman surveyed a wide variety of American companies “[. . .] to 

examine characteristics of corporate language training programs and policies and the role of 

translation and interpreting” (Inman 1980, 64). She found that despite some recognition of 

the value of being able to communicate fluently in the customer’s language, the majority of 

firms (62.8%) felt unhindered by language problems in their international dealings. “Some 

companies,” she writes, “have also indicated that they automatically expect English to be 
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used as the common language when dealing with people whose native language is other 

than English” (Inman 1980, 68).  

 

Inman found that despite recognition in the international management field of the 

importance of language and cultural training for American managers going on overseas 

assignments, “language ability, as a criterion for selection of personnel [. . .], is scarcely 

considered by companies doing business internationally” (Inman 1980, 64). In fact, 

language ability ranked fourth, after technical ability, the ability to adapt to a new 

environment and previous overseas experience. This result is comparable to that of Hays 

(Hays 1974) who found that language ability was ranked last by US expatriate managers as 

a determiner of success in an overseas posting. 

 

With regard to language training programmes, 55% of companies in Inman’s survey 

provided language training to employees going to work overseas and 38% provided some 

kind of cultural training. Insofar as policy was concerned, however, very few firms stated 

that proficiency in a foreign language was required. “The majority stated that this was 

‘desirable but optional’, or that there was no official policy, or simply that it was not 

required” (Inman 1980, 66). 

 

The nature of the actual training programmes mirrored this lack of commitment to language 

policy. According to Inman, employees usually received 100 to 120 hours of language 

instruction, “approximately equivalent to only one year of college foreign language study – 

hardly adequate to operate at any but the most elementary level” (Inman 1980, 66). 

Instruction was most often provided by a commercial language teaching organization and 

tended to be of a general nature, rather than having a particular business focus. Spanish 

then French were the most studied foreign languages. 

 

Where American businesses mostly required foreign languages was in the translation of 

foreign texts or documents. The greatest demand was in translating correspondence from a 

foreign language to English (56.6%), followed by translating promotional literature and 

advertising from English into a foreign language (36.4%). Interestingly, “… eleven percent 
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of the companies reported that they had no need for translation at all” (Inman 1980, 69). 

Just over 40% of translation work was done by company employees, whose main job was 

not in the language area, and 34% was done by a commercial agency. 

 

In contrast, nearly 35% of American companies reported no need for interpreters. This was 

because, it was claimed, all parties spoke English. When interpreters were needed, they 

were “… required primarily for matters involving professional and technical uses of 

language (43.4%) and for top-level negotiations (27.9%)” (Inman 1980, 69). 

 

All in all, Inman found that foreign language skills were not perceived by US firms as 

particularly useful on their own. When recruiting, firms would not tend to hire foreign 

language majors “… unless those individuals also possess another ‘primary’ skill to serve 

as their main occupation” (Inman 1980, 73). She concludes, “foreign language skills, then, 

are viewed by U.S. corporations essentially as commodities to be procured as the need 

arises but otherwise not meriting undue concern or attention” (Inman 1980, 73). 

 

Ten years later, Carol S. Fixman conducted thirty-two interviews with staff in a variety of 

positions in a cross-section of US companies. She asked her informants to identify the main 

issues for them in foreign language competence and to identify any future trends they saw 

developing in their areas. Like Inman, Fixman found that business people generally saw 

foreign languages as ancillary skills of secondary importance. While displaying a greater 

awareness of the usefulness of cross-cultural skills in the global marketplace, few 

considered knowledge of a foreign language an essential factor in cultural understanding. In 

other words, they tended to divorce language from its cultural context. Nonetheless, some 

of her more experienced interviewees observed, “… businesspeople with little or no 

exposure to foreign languages felt threatened by those with more. Thus, in self-defense 

(sic), they relegated language skills to a position of secondary importance and preferred to 

deal with colleagues more like themselves” (Fixman 1990, 27). 
 
This type of attitude, a reflection of “the low value placed on [foreign language] 

competence by American society as a whole” (Lambert 1990, 48), has resulted in the type 
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of impromptu treatment of foreign languages in business noted by both Inman and Fixman. 

Typical of this is the comment of one corporate representative who considered foreign 

language skills as “something that can be purchased on an ad hoc basis – distinct from 

international experience, which must be acquired” (Fixman 1990, 28). 
 

Fixman found that a number of factors determined foreign language needs of US 

companies. Firstly, the sector the company was in played a role. Companies in the service 

sector, for instance, recognised the need for foreign language skills more than those in the 

industrial sector, presumably because of the importance of language when conveying a 

service. Secondly, geographic area of overseas involvement was seen as a factor. If the 

local population of the foreign country did not tend to speak English, the employees’ need 

to know the local language would increase. The third and fourth factors were corporate 

culture and company size. Those companies that identified themselves as “global” rather 

than “U.S. companies operating internationally” seemed “more likely to have foreign 

language needs that arise from adapting their corporate cultures abroad” (Fixman 1990, 30). 

Large multinational firms, however, tended to deal mainly with other multinationals 

“whose main business language has been English world-wide at least since the end of 

World War II” (Fixman 1990, 31). For some small and medium-sized firms only looking 

abroad when domestic sales slowed, foreign language skills were not seen as useful. For 

others, though, Fixman noted a higher sensitivity to foreign language and culture needs 

than that of their multinational counterparts, perhaps as a result of their lack of access to the 

English-speaking networks of the large corporates.  

 

Fixman notes that while all her interviewees agreed that, “where foreign languages are 

called for, fluency is necessary for substantive business matters,” US companies did not 

demand foreign language fluency of their employees (Fixman 1990, 41). Rather, when 

required, businesspeople would turn to “interpreters and translators, outside contractors, or 

foreign-national employees in subsidiaries abroad” (Fixman 1990, 41). For business people 

themselves, all that was required were “basic survival skills” in a foreign language, “if they 

sought to learn another language at all” (Fixman 1990, 41). 
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As was the case a decade before, foreign language skills were not deemed important in 

recruitment or career advancement. “Most companies concurred that, all things being equal, 

foreign language knowledge would give a candidate an edge; however, rarely would a 

company hire an individual primarily for these skills” (Fixman 1990, 42). Similarly, 

Professors of Management John Reynolds and George Rice Jr., found that in their survey 

on education in international business “the type of education mentioned by the managers 

was almost without exception ‘technical’, mostly engineering and business related. There 

was very little requirement seen for foreign language[s] [. . .]” (Reynolds and Rice 1988, 

56). This can be contrasted to Walters’ research (Walters 1990), which indicated that 

foreign language skills were as important as technical skills for international track entry 

positions in international firms. Yet, like Fixman (1990), Inman (1980) and Heller (1980), 

many of Walters’ respondents were quick to add that language ability alone would not 

influence them in the employment decision.  

 

The fact that the research of Walters and Fixman was contemporaneous raises a question as 

to why they had a divergence in results. Although, ultimately, both confirmed that language 

ability on its own would not secure a candidate a job, Walters’ respondents obviously held 

linguistic ability in higher esteem than those of Fixman. This can perhaps be explained by 

the differing nature of their respective samples and the types of questions they asked. While 

Walters surveyed only managers of 22 international companies and focused on initial entry 

international track positions, Fixman’s sample was, in some respects, broader in that she 

interviewed 32 employees with a range of responsibilities and positions. On the other hand, 

she included only nine companies in her sample and herself admits that this “sample is not 

statistically representative. Generalizations should therefore be drawn with care” (Fixman 

1990, 26). Whatever the case, this anomaly serves as a good example of the danger of too 

much extrapolation from a single survey as well as demonstrating the influence of 

methodology on findings.     

 

The viewpoints of Fixman’s informants diverged on the future use of foreign languages. 

Some foresaw a greater need for foreign language skills among their employees, 

particularly those with a more “global” focus. Others, commenting on the increasing 
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volume of international communication in business, felt that this would “render English 

more important as the lingua franca of business. At the same time, they admitted that 

different cultures must develop a better understanding of each other, which includes being 

familiar with other languages” (Fixman 1990, 45). 

 

Despite the generally low value placed on language skills among American employers, two 

surveys of alumni of international business programmes showed that graduates did not 

always share these attitudes. Gillespie and Folks’ research (Gillespie and Folks 1985) 

revealed that 70% of graduates felt that their foreign language skills were important to their 

job and Lambert (1990) reported that 41% of the alumni he surveyed claimed that foreign 

language competence was an important or very important factor in securing an entry level 

position. For about a third of graduates in Lambert’s survey, however, foreign language 

ability was considered of no help and its usefulness declined in importance in the search for 

subsequent employment.  

 

Unlike the graduates surveyed by Gillespie and Folks, Lambert’s respondents did not feel 

that foreign language competence was particularly important for many business activites as 

they did not use it very often in commonly occurring situations. In addition, almost half the 

alumni said that foreign language competence was “totally irrelevant to the reward system 

in general”, more than half said it had “no bearing on promotion” and only 8% said that it 

brought “extra pay” (Lambert 1990, 54-55). So, while many graduates felt that foreign 

language competence was an asset, finding tangible evidence to support this was more 

difficult.     

 

Lambert writes, “American business seems to be devoutly monolingual, in spite of 

overwhelming evidence that almost every American business concern is increasingly 

involved in international markets or international competition” (Lambert 1990, 48). This 

means that utilisation of foreign languages in the workplace is limited, despite “a deliberate 

effort [. . .] on the part of individuals and universities to train specialists with combined 

business, international studies, and foreign language skills” (Lambert 1990, 59). 

 

  - 147  
 
 



  

4.2.2 Towards the Singular: Surveys on Foreign Languages in 

British Business 

 
In comparison to their firmly monoglot American counterparts, changes in trade patterns 

have made companies in the United Kingdom more aware of the importance of using 

foreign languages in business. Before the 1960s, the United Kingdom traded almost 

exclusively with other English-speaking countries – its former colonies and the United 

States. “Particularly in the former British possessions [. . .] modern methods of marketing 

and selling did not seem to be required; they were still captive markets and English was the 

language of trade” (Reeves 1990, 61). 

 

By the end of the 1970s, however, this picture had changed dramatically. Britain had 

entered the European Economic Community and by 1978 “more than half of UK exports 

were sold in European countries, and only a quarter in English-speaking markets” (Reeves 

1990, 61). These figures remained constant. In 1996, UK exports to English-speaking 

markets were around 25%, making the UK dependent on its trade with non English-

speaking countries. A situation, according to Stephen Hagen, that is “never likely to 

diminish” (Hagen 1999, 32). 

 

Initial surveys indicated only slight recognition of the usefulness of foreign languages in 

exporting. In 1978, the Royal Society of Arts, London, surveyed 200 British companies and 

found that languages held “a low standing [. . .] in companies’ recruitment policies and the 

professional qualifications of executives”. On the other hand, it also revealed a positive 

correlation between “companies that had won the Queen’s Award for Export and their 

employment of people with foreign language skills” (Reeves 1990, 62). Another report, 

Foreign Languages for Overseas Trade,6 highlighted the discrepancy between the views of 

British business people and the commercial counsellors of British embassies. The latter 

believed that “vital chances were being missed through a lack of expertise in [. . .] foreign 

                                                           
6 This report was commissioned by the British Overseas Trade Board, Study Group on Foreign Languages in 
1978 and was published in 1979. 
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language[s], extending even to the apparent inability of U.K. companies to offer product 

brochures and correspondence [. . ]” in the foreign language (qtd. in Reeves 1990, 62). 

 

A few years later, studies by Stephen Hagen and fellow British academics showed a trend 

towards greater acceptance of foreign language use in UK businesses. In surveys carried 

out in 1977 and 1984 on matching Northern England samples, he demonstrated that use of 

foreign languages had increased by 10.5% in the firms concerned. Moreover, 44% of 

companies surveyed felt that if they had had better foreign language resources, they could 

have significantly improved their export performance (Hagen 1988). Hagen also revealed 

the languages most in demand by British companies: French and German. These two 

languages were far ahead of their nearest rivals: Spanish, Arabic, Japanese, Russian and 

Chinese (Hagen 1988, xxii). 

 

Nigel Reeves uncovered the areas in which foreign language resources were most needed. 

In 1984 and 1985, he interviewed personnel from twenty-three British companies who were 

using foreign language training facilities. From the information gathered, he was able to 

ascertain eight main categories of motivation for language learning. These were: 

 

- for staff at the headquarters and office to translate and/or check company 

literature, to handle and translate correspondence, to send telexes [. . .] 

and to deal with telephone calls; 

- for sales and marketing forces to obtain current market intelligence; to 

make direct contact with customers, thereby circumventing agents; to 

revive an ailing market; to open up new markets previously inaccessible 

because of the language barriers; to sell through trade fairs; to improve 

and deepen existing business relationships; 

- to establish more satisfactory purchasing arrangements; 

- to carry out more effective negotiations, even where English was the 

official medium, ensuring that clear and accurate company policy 

statements are made and allowing insight to be gained into the other 
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party’s approach through, among other things, understanding their 

exchanges between themselves; 

- to improve customer service through better knowledge of customers’ 

needs and through the training of indigenous or foreign-language-

proficient British service engineers; 

- to communicate with a parent or subsidiary company; 

- to oversee and conclude the licensing of an overseas merger; and 

- to control the on-site construction of a plant (Reeves 1990, 68). 

 

In response to changes in the international business environment in the 1990s, several 

European studies were carried out to investigate the use of foreign languages in European 

companies, the most comprehensive and recent of which was the 1997 Elucidate survey. 

The Elucidate survey aimed to determine the foreign language needs of European small and 

medium-size enterprises and assess the existing levels of linguistic and cultural skills in 

these same companies. In addition, it sought to ascertain the extent of language and cultural 

skills gaps that the companies experienced in trade (Hagen and Christie 1999, 17). 

 

Four European regions participated in the Elucidate study: Poitou-Charentes in France; 

Swabia and the Ausburg region of Germany; Salamanca and surrounding areas in Spain 

and the North of England.  

 

In Chapter 3 of his book, Business Communication Across Borders, Stephen Hagen 

discusses the results of the Elucidate survey with respect to British companies and 

compares and contrasts outcomes with those of earlier studies, including the Department of 

Trade and Industry’s Language Studies (1995-7), the FLAIR (1993), and Expolangues-

Ipsos (1996) surveys (Hagen 1999, 31).  
 

As we have seen, Britain’s trading pattern has been moving away from English-speaking 

markets to non English-speaking ones. This trend developed over a thirty-year period and it 

is unlikely to be reversed given the importance of the European Union and the increasingly 

global nature of commerce. The growth of trade to foreign language markets has also meant 
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communication difficulties for exporters. Hagen comments: “The UK’s survival in this 

increasingly competitive and fast-moving global trading environment now involves having 

to learn how to develop the capability to acquire knowledge not only of the local language, 

but also of the different cultural norms, values and general trading practices” (Hagen 1999, 

32). 
 
Overall, the percentages of UK companies claiming to have at least one employee with 

language skills rose steadily in the 1990s. According to the DTI Language Study, 66% of 

companies in 1994, 68% in 1995, 70% in 1996 and 73% in 1997 had an employee with 

foreign language ability. The Elucidate study showed similar results with an average of 

74% of export companies reporting staff with foreign language skills (Hagen 1999, 36). 

 
The Elucidate survey found that French was the most used language in British business 

with 58.9% of companies employing it. This can be explained partially by its traditional 

place in the school curriculum but also by the relative importance of France as an export 

market, ranking third after Germany and the United States in 1996. In terms of use by skill, 

Listening and Speaking dominated with 54% usage, followed by Reading (45%), Writing 

(34%) and Culture (26%). The survey found that 37% of staff of British companies had 

French language skills, though this was “deceptive due to the fact of self-reporting. [. . .] 

the largest group of employees (one-third) has only a ‘basic’ knowledge of a language” 

(Hagen 1999, 41). Despite its position of most used language in business, French also 

topped the survey for languages that cause barriers, creating problems for 38% of 

companies. It was ranked third equal with China on 10%, behind Japan and the Middle East 

as markets where British exporters experienced cultural barriers. French was the second 

most popular language for language training courses, with 40% of companies having had 

courses in the past. Twenty-four percent of firms planned on undertaking French language 

courses in the future. The preferred type of course for all languages was a part-time regular 

course (31%). Only 14% of companies undertook intensive language training courses. On 

the whole, however, Elucidate reveals that the proportion of companies taking language 

courses (29% as opposed to 47% in 1993) had declined over the years. 

  - 151  
 
 



  

 
This last statistic warrants further consideration. Though Hagen explains that the drop in 

uptake of foreign language courses “reflects the state of the economy in the intervening 

years” (Hagen 1999, 56), this decline seems to fly in the face of the general opening up of 

British firms to the use of foreign languages in business. This gap between reporting of 

interest in undertaking language study and action on the language front raises questions in 

relation to reading the findings. 

 

In more general terms, the European surveys, including Elucidate, permitted the 

development of a tendency analysis of companies likely to come up against linguistic 

and/or cultural problems when dealing with non Anglophone countries. In both the 

Department of Trade and Industry data and the Elucidate study, poor linguistic 

performance was strongly linked to: 
 

(i) company size (SMEs, firstly, in the 11-100 range and, secondly, 101-250 

personnel ranges appear to face the greatest language and cultural barriers) [. 

. .] (ii) age of company (companies less than 5 years old face greater 

barriers) and (iii) age of MD; MDs under 50 are more likely to face 

obstacles, but are more aware of the issues. Elucidate adds the dimension of 

turnover (5-20m ECU) and exports as a percentage of total sales (10%-

29%), which suggest a company can be at a stage of greater risk (Hagen 

1999, 64). 

 

4.2.3 Confirmed Monoglots?: Surveys on Foreign Languages in 

New Zealand Business 
 

The results of the American and British surveys provide comparative contexts for the 

examination of the work that has been done in New Zealand. Both the United Kingdom and 

the United States have had to diversify their international markets, entering unfamiliar non 
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English-speaking areas. Their individual approaches, however, have been different. While 

the Americans have, on the whole, clung to the sanctity of English and have sought to use it 

as much as possible in international business, the British have become more open to 

employing foreign languages when conducting business with overseas partners. As a 

“trading nation”, New Zealand has also had to diversify its international markets over the 

past thirty years. Where, then, can the attitudes of New Zealand companies towards the use 

of foreign languages in business be situated on the spectrum of the particular and the 

universal? 
 

In 1966, the first of a series of surveys on the use of foreign languages by New Zealand 

exporters was carried out. Professor John Dunmore and Dr Brian Rollason from the 

Department of Modern Languages at Massey University sent out questionnaires to 750 

exporters and potential exporters with the aim of determining “the extent to which 

languages other than English are being used by New Zealand producers to increase their 

sales abroad”, and “whether there exists a need for specialised translation facilities and for 

short intensive courses for the sales staff of exporting companies” (Dunmore and Rollason 

1967, preface). Of the 364 replies received, only 36 firms, or 10% of the sample, made use 

of foreign languages in their business. Another 10% of companies were not exporting in 

1966. This left a staggering 80% of the New Zealand firms surveyed using no foreign 

languages in their export transactions. 
 

Attitudes toward foreign languages in business were generally negative, with 142 firms 

expressing no interest in using them at all. These were not companies dealing exclusively 

with Anglophone trading partners as one might expect, but firms “trading with countries 

where no English is spoken or where large sections of the community use English only as a 

second language” (Dunmore and Rollason 1967, 1). The report astutely points out that 

“Common Market potential is not fully realised” by the 18 firms that cited Western 

European nations as their best non English-speaking customers or the 7 firms that 

nominated Western European nations as their best overall customers and yet expressed no 

interest in using foreign languages in business (Dunmore and Rollason 1967, 2). 
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Nevertheless, French was by far the most used and requested foreign language by New 

Zealand exporters in 1966-1967. In the firms that used foreign languages in publicity 

material, French was judged the most important language with a frequency rating of 53 as 

opposed to the next highest rating of 26 for Chinese (Dunmore and Rollason 1967, 8). 

French also topped the lists of most requested facilities (translation and language courses) 

among firms that were not producing promotional material in foreign languages at that time 

but wished to do so in the future. After examining their main export areas, the report 

recommended French as the third most advantageous language to use in business for the 

group of companies that were exporting to non English-speaking markets but did not wish 

to use foreign languages. In other words, it was considered that those companies could 

improve their performance if they undertook to use French in their business dealings 

(Dunmore and Rollason 1967, 11-13).  

 

Overall, 32.9% of export trade in 1966 went to non Anglophone countries and the French-

speaking market was the second most valuable after Japan in 1965-1966 (Dunmore and 

Rollason 1967, 18-19). Despite this, the report notes a number of culturally revealing 

comments by individual exporters including the following, which perhaps sums up the 

prevailing attitude of the time: 

 

We have found problems only in occasional correspondence with France. 

They seem to insist on their own language. How about teaching them 

English! (Dunmore and Rollason 1967, 22). 
 

Ten years later Dunmore and Brooker carried out a second foreign language survey on 

exporters. The 1976 results showed a sharp rise in the use of foreign languages, from 10% 

to 51% and a drop in the number of firms using no foreign languages in their export 

transactions – 29% compared to 80% in 1966. The group who were exporting to non 

English-speaking markets but who professed no interest in the use of foreign languages in 

business had shrunk to just 11.66% of the sample (Dunmore and Brooker 1976, 1). This 
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heightened interest corresponded perhaps to the fact that the proportion of New Zealand’s 

export trade to non English-speaking countries had risen to 47.5%. 

 

In this survey, along with the questions on publicity material, a separate category was 

added on the use of foreign languages in correspondence. Interestingly, although most 

firms claimed to receive customer enquiries in the customer’s own language, the majority 

of firms replied to this correspondence always in English. This was a “worrying” trend 

according to the authors who assert: 
 

It would seem to be in the firm’s interest to allow a potential customer the 

right to choose the language to be used for transactions when the New 

Zealand firm is engaging in the highly competitive world of exports. People 

are surely unlikely to buy if they have difficulty understanding what is being 

sold, or discern signs of a perfunctory approach by the potential seller 

(Dunmore and Brooker 1976, 2). 

 
One constant from 1967 was the dominant position of the French language. French was the 

most used foreign language in labels or lettered packaging, instructions for use, price lists, 

advertising leaflets, samples, brand or trade names, as well as featuring prominently in the 

“other” category, including invoice forms, audio-visual sound tracks, press ads and sales 

letters. A total of 58 companies that were using foreign languages expressed an interest in 

intensive French language courses with only 22 opting for Japanese, the next most 

requested language.7 As for firms that were not using foreign languages in export 

transactions, French was the most requested in terms of special translation facilities. Even 

firms exporting only to Great Britain, Australia and the United States expressed most 

interest in French. 

 
                                                           
7 This figure would have been rendered more interesting if there had been some follow-up work to ascertain 
just how many of these firms took up the courses. The 1986 survey makes no mention of the take-up rate of 
language courses. In a survey situation, it is all too easy for respondents to give surveyors what they want, tell 
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Along with the increased use of foreign languages in business came a slight change in 

attitude among New Zealand business people. The report includes a number of comments 

by individual exporters, which range from the all-embracing, “I would be delighted to 

attend French courses, or indeed other languages. I feel they are an essential part of our 

education to improve and promote export” (Dunmore and Brooker 1976, vi), to the 

culturally imperialistic: 

 
English is the accepted language of commerce. Those countries that do not 

regard this as so are at a disadvantage and should direct their efforts to 

becoming proficient in English, rather than expect others to use various 

languages that may not convey the meaning intended [. . .] (Dunmore and 

Brooker 1976, vii). 

 

Other comments indicate a willingness to use foreign languages among some exporters, 

though one must wonder about the quality and effectiveness of their efforts if the following 

are representative: 

 

For New Caledonian and Tahitian customers, if we know that a customer 

does not speak or read English, we have our correspondence translated into 

French for them. The writer takes French at Auckland University Evening 

Classes (Dunmore and Brooker 1976, vi) 
 
And: 

 

It is possible we may be exporting toiletries to Tahiti in the next 3-4 months 

and we anticipate having to correspond in French in which case we would 

request assistance from the Boy’s High School (Dunmore and Brooker 1976, 

vii). 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
them what they want to hear. It is human nature to want to please. If there are no checking or follow-up 
mechanisms in place, taking such data on face value is unadvisable. 
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Undoubtedly, however, New Zealand firms had begun to understand something of the 

importance of using French with French customers. One exporter said: “Once initial contact 

has been made, our customers, by and large, correspond in English without any, or much, 

prompting. The exceptions are the French nationals or customers domiciled where French 

is the principal language” (Dunmore and Brooker 1976, v). Another, perhaps more 

suspicious, noted that while most customers spoke English, there were always exceptions: 

“The French for example, use their language advantage in business to force you into 

unfavourable terms, both legal and financial. When they are able to do this, it is no wonder 

they forget their fluent knowledge of English very quickly” (Dunmore and Brooker 1976, 

vi). 

 
In 1986, the Department of Modern Languages at Massey University followed up this 

research with a third survey “to investigate whether or not the increased emphasis on 

trading with countries outside the traditional English-speaking areas had resulted in an 

increase in the use of foreign languages (Watts 1987, i). Generally speaking, this was the 

case, with 78% of respondents reporting that they used foreign languages in export 

transactions.  

 

Dr Noel Watts included some new questions in the survey. He asked companies about their 

use of foreign languages in spoken communication with their customers. While overall use 

of foreign languages had increased, certainly in the domains of publicity and packaging, 

there was very little emphasis placed on oral communication. For instance, 76% of 

telephone conversations with overseas clients were always in English, the vast majority of 

firms (92%) conducted business exclusively in English or through an interpreter when 

overseas, and very few firms provided interpreters for visiting foreign customers. Watts 

writes: 
 

The general impression that one gains is that while many New Zealand firms 

are prepared to employ private or commercial translators to prepare publicity 
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materials [. . .] they are not as convinced of the advantages of recruiting staff 

who have the necessary foreign language proficiency to handle 

correspondence received in a foreign language, answer telex messages, 

respond to overseas telephone calls or carry out face-to-face business 

discussions with overseas clients (Watts 1987, 3). 

 

French remained the most employed foreign language in export transactions. It outstripped 

Japanese, its closest rival, in frequency of use in publicity materials (1038 and 438 items 

respectively). Although it was also the most frequently used foreign language in spoken 

communication with overseas clients (96), Japanese was not far behind (73). French trailed 

Japanese as the most favoured language for intensive language programmes, with 21 

expressions of interest as opposed to 26, perhaps reflecting the rise in importance of Japan 

as an export market and the concurrent decrease in importance of Europe. 

 

Changes in New Zealand’s exporting patterns in the early 1990s prompted Noel Watts to 

investigate whether the French language had in fact declined in importance in the 

marketing of New Zealand goods and services. His 1992 survey was in two parts; the first 

concentrating on the use of French in the exporting sector; the second on the use of foreign 

languages, French in particular, in the tourism industry.  

 

The exporting firms that replied to the 1992 questionnaire were involved in selling a variety 

of goods including “wool, meat, dairy products, timber products, fish, skins, leather, seeds, 

fruit, vegetables, wine, pharmaceuticals, machinery, packaging, clothing and carpets” 

(Watts 1992, 10) and included both producer boards and private companies. France or other 

French-speaking countries were export destinations for all but 9% of the respondents. 

 

In all, 80% of the exporters believed the use of French to be “very important” or “quite 

important” in developing trade. Only 20% felt that it was “not important”. One exporter 

cautioned, “It is clumsy, insulting and dangerous to trade into French-speaking countries 

without language skills” (Watts 1992, 11).  
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Watts probed the companies on the level of French they considered staff members 

(overseas agents, management, general staff and particular staff) should have.8 Most agreed 

that overseas agents should possess a Level 5 proficiency in French and some (35%) 

considered that a few particular staff, such as territorial sales representatives and marketing 

staff, required Level 5 proficiency too. In the main, for management and general staff 

positions, a minimum of Level 2 proficiency in French was seen as desirable. In reality, 

however, less than 19% of employees in these firms, not including overseas agents and 

staff based in French-speaking countries, had a proficiency level of 2 or more 

demonstrating “a discrepancy between the desired proficiency levels and the actual levels 

of proficiency in French of general staff and management in New Zealand exporting firms” 

(Watts 1992, 13). 

 

The use of French in publicity materials continued to climb from an average of 0.3 items 

per exporter in 1976 to 2.3 in 1986 to 13.9 in 1992. Labels, instructions for use, advertising 

leaflets and brochures, and price lists remained the most popular materials to appear in 

French but there was a noted increase in audio-visual materials such as films, videos and 

radio advertisements, and firms also mentioned the use of French in a variety of “give-

away” promotional items. 

 

                                                           
8 Watts specified five proficiency levels for both spoken and written French, which ranged from very basic 
competency (Level 1) to high proficiency (Level 5). Noel Watts, The Use of French in Exporting and Tourism 
(Palmerston North: The Department of Modern Languages, Massey University, 1992), 12. He described each 
level as follows: 
 

Level 1:  Able to pronounce the names of French clients reasonably correctly; able to pick 
out certain key words in a document (eg, passport details). 

 
Level 2:  Able to give common greetings and understand simple phrases in French. 

 
Level 3: Able to ask simple questions, give basic instructions; able to read and write 
reasonably straightforward sentences. 

 
Level 4: Able to use the language with some confidence in predictable work-related 
situations. 

 
Level 5:  High proficiency which comes close to that of mother tongue users of the 
language. 
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When visiting French-speaking countries, the staff of New Zealand companies tended to 

rely heavily on their French counterpart speaking English. Forty percent used English in 

face-to-face contact, 36% used interpreters and only 24% used French. As for 

correspondence in French, 53% of firms handled it in-house (though often this meant an 

overseas agent) and the rest had replies translated by either a private translation firm or 

another outside source.  

 

While professing that speaking French was important when doing business with France, 

few companies followed through in their staff selection policies and put their conviction 

into action. Proficiency in French was a factor for only 37% of firms when it came to 

recruiting staff. Many complained that “there was a very limited pool of possible staff who 

had qualifications in export-related fields (marketing, management, economics) and who 

were also fluent in French” (Watts 1992, 15). Moreover, no firm provided existing staff 

with direct financial incentives to learn French. 

 

In the tourism industry, French and Chinese were considered the third most important 

languages behind Japanese and German. Like the export industry, the tourism sector 

generally believed proficiency in a foreign language was an important attribute for staff in a 

variety of positions. Once again, however, there was “a considerable mismatch between the 

current levels of foreign language proficiency in the tourist sector and the levels perceived 

as necessary to carry out duties associated with facilitating the visit to New Zealand of 

travellers from overseas countries” (Watts 1992, 18). Nevertheless, 42% of the companies 

surveyed claimed to have members of staff who were able to speak and write French at 

Level 3 or above, and language proficiency played a part in staff selection in 66% of firms. 

 

Airlines and Tourist Operators provided information in French, including brochures, price 

lists, videos, schedules and guides, to French-speaking visitors. Conversely, hotels, 

information centres and duty free shops did not. Direct communication in foreign languages 

was not common among any of the respondents with only 23% feeling comfortable using a 

foreign language while doing business overseas. The majority (76%) used only English or 

interpreters when meeting overseas colleagues in New Zealand. Tourism companies 
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generally perceived foreign language proficiency as an asset for job seekers in their 

industry but noted that “[. . .] it would be desirable for French graduates to include business 

or tourism management courses in their degree studies” (Watts 1992, 22). 

 

In addition to the Massey University surveys, another study was done in the early 1990s to 

assess the attitudes of New Zealand companies toward using foreign languages in business. 

Following the Crocombe report which suggested that a priority of the New Zealand 

education system “should be providing young New Zealanders with the skills necessary to 

become productive members of society” with an “increased focus on mathematics, 

technological subjects and languages” (Crocombe, Enright and Porter 1991, 168), Peter 

Enderwick and Denise Gray, researchers affiliated with the Department of Marketing and 

International Management at the University of Waikato, published the results of their study 

of forty-five top New Zealand firms that conducted business with clients from a country 

where the native language was not English. Given the fact that New Zealand produces a 

number of “graduates with language skills and an international orientation”, yet the 

opportunities for such graduates to use their skills within business appeared to be 

“extremely limited”, Enderwick and Gray were interested in the question of whether New 

Zealand educational institutions were “equipping their students with relevant skills, or 

whether the problem arises because New Zealand businesses do not perceive a need for 

foreign language skills” (Enderwick and Gray 1993, 50).  

 

They found that Japanese and other Asian languages, European languages, and Arabic were 

the languages most common to respondents’ clients. Although most respondents (84%), 

“communicated with their clients via their clients’ English-speaking employees [. . .], over 

half said that they considered it important to communicate with clients in their native 

language [. . .]” (Enderwick and Gray 1993, 56). In fact, 42% of firms used their own 

foreign language speaking employees when communicating with clients, 36% used an 

agent and 11% used a translation company. 

 

Interestingly, when asked for reasons for their attitude to the importance in communicating 

in their clients’ native language, 37% stated that, “it reduced misunderstandings and errors 
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and improved the accuracy of interactions”. Others felt that it was simply good customer 

service and helped in the forging of solid relationships. However, 39% replied that as “they 

can use English without encountering many problems [. . .] [they] did not consider it to be 

important to communicate in any other language” (Enderwick and Gray 1993, 58). 

 

As was the case in the American surveys (Inman, 1980, Fixman, 1990 and Walters 1990), 

Enderwick and Gray found that foreign language ability was not seen as particularly useful 

in securing employment, featuring last on the list of desired skills. Most companies claimed 

that foreign language speakers “represented less than 5 per cent of their total recruits” in the 

preceding four years (Enderwick and Gray 1993, 61). Forty-four percent of firms, though, 

did envisage employing people who could speak Japanese or other Asian languages in the 

future.  

 
Finally, the New Zealand companies surveyed felt that language skills were most required 

in general communication, followed by negotiation and technical work and marketing. “For 

communication, 42 per cent [. . .] felt that fluency was required, the same proportion felt 

that a working knowledge was necessary, and a further 17 per cent believed that a basic 

knowledge was sufficient” (Enderwick and Gray 1993, 64). A third believed that fluency 

was necessary in negotiations and technical work while most considered a working 

knowledge was acceptable for marketing.  

 

Enderwick and Gray concluded that while New Zealand firms appeared “to place a higher 

value on foreign language skills than their US counterparts [. . .] the importance of 

communication in the client’s language for business success needs to be more widely 

recognized” (Enderwick and Gray 1993, 66). In fact, for positions in international business, 

“[i]nternational experience and language ability are seen as relatively unimportant” 

compared to technical skills (Enderwick and Gray 1993, 66). Because of this, they feel that 

the outlook for language graduates is quite bleak. They point out that as languages are most 

often used at upper levels of New Zealand organisations, “there might be a greater demand 

for language education amongst experienced business people than undergraduates. 
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Programmes intended for such people would have to be significantly different: shorter, 

probably part-time and combining appropriate management skills, international business, 

negotiation, planning and leadership. New Zealand has yet to develop programmes of this 

type” (Enderwick and Gray 1993, 67). 

 

From 1966 to 1992, then, the Massey University surveys show a number of changes in 

business people’s attitudes to and use of foreign languages (French in particular) in the 

commercial environment. Firstly, it must be pointed out that the use of foreign languages in 

general in New Zealand firms grew considerably over the 26-year period, demonstrating a 

greater awareness of opportunities outside the Anglophone umbrella. Attitudes, too, 

underwent major alterations. As far as French was concerned, it started out as the most 

important foreign language in business but then began to lose ground to Asian languages 

(Japanese and Chinese) from the 1980s. Nonetheless, it remained in the top three in 1992, 

and the companies involved in exporting to Francophone markets had begun to realise the 

value of using French in business. The use of French in publicity materials mushroomed 

yet, despite increased awareness, actual use of French in direct communication was 

minimal. Interest in French language courses for staff waned over the years and proficiency 

in French, while seen as a good idea, was not regarded as a key quality when it came to 

recruitment. Furthermore, although the use of translation services increased, hiring 

professional interpreters, either for doing business in France or in New Zealand, was not 

hugely popular. New Zealand industry had experienced a shift in attitude from the mid 

1960s, but there was certainly room for improvement. Watts concludes: 

 

Obviously, there is still scope for greater use of French in both the export 

sector and the tourist industry. [. . .] the trend in the international marketing 

of goods and services is to use the language of the client. There are distinct 

commercial advantages for companies and organisations which are prepared 

to break out of the traditional English-only approach to business and make 

determined efforts to communicate with French speakers in their own 

language (Watts 1992, 23).  
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One question that the Massey University surveys do not address is why French seemed to 

enjoy such a privileged position as a language of business in New Zealand firms. Their 

surveys do not include questions that would throw some light on this point. In fact, there is 

no discussion of this issue. 

 

Enderwick and Gray’s research points to the growing importance of Asian languages, 

particularly Japanese, for New Zealand firms. Like Watts (1986), they found that despite a 

majority of companies believing that using the client’s language was beneficial, the reality 

was that 84% used English when communicating with their overseas customers. Again 

there is a gap between reporting of attitude toward foreign language use and language 

action. 

 

4.3 Conclusion 
 

From the 1970s, historical, political and economic changes have pushed the United States, 

Britain and New Zealand into reviewing and expanding their export markets to include 

ever-increasing numbers of non English-speaking countries. The opening up of markets, 

however, did not automatically mean an opening up of mindsets. American firms in 

particular remained stubbornly attached to doing business their way, in English of course. 

This was not to say that US firms did not use foreign languages but that the concept of 

integrating them into their business did not catch on and they have remained on the outer, 

as commodities to be purchased when needed. 

 

In contrast, while starting out as monoglot as the Americans, British exporters soon began 

to open their eyes to the financial benefits of trading in the language of their customers. It is 

worth comparing some UK and US attitudes to the European Union. Rejecting the notion 

that English would become the common language in Europe, Reeves, an English academic, 

points out that “what we have in Europe is not a common market at all but a diverse market 

operating within broad, legally determined margins”. Commenting on some of the conflicts 

that arose when trying to harmonise standards and specifications, he adds, “[t]hese conflicts 
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have now been resolved by confirmation of the freedom to trade in goods that have 

satisfied the standards recognized in any one of the individual member states. This 

principle of mutual recognition is evidence of the fundamental importance still adhering to 

cultural tradition and cultural diversity in Europe” (Reeves 1990, 65). Finally, he 

concludes, “[m]astery of foreign languages and empathy for other cultures will be the key 

to success” for British firms in Europe (Reeves 1990, 73). Fixman, on the other hand, 

reports that most American business people predicted a homogenisation of markets and that 

“English would become even more necessary in Europe as a common denominator” 

(Fixman 1990, 46). 

 

The British surveys tell us that UK firms tended to be more willing to adapt than their US 

counterparts. What they do not tell us is exactly how much business was done in a language 

other than English. Hagen reports that 74% of British companies had at least one staff 

member with foreign language skills but how that translated in the marketplace is less clear. 

 

After Britain’s entry to the Common Market, New Zealand companies, too, showed signs 

of taking off the monoglot blinkers as companies using foreign languages in business 

increased dramatically (from 10% in 1966 to 78% in 1986). However, Watts (1986) and 

Enderwick and Gray (1993) showed that the vast majority of New Zealand firms, like the 

Americans, still communicated almost exclusively in English. Again like the Americans, 

New Zealand firms tended to use foreign languages in translations and publicity materials. 

The focus was definitely on the written rather than the oral, which stands in contrast to the 

British companies who used listening and speaking skills more than anything else. 

 

Common to all three Anglophone states was the importance afforded to the French 

language. French was the second most studied foreign language among United States 

employees according to Inman (1980) and, ten years later, the second most studied 

language by American international business majors (Lambert 1990, 51). In the United 

Kingdom, French was the most important business language (Hagen 1984, 1999) yet it was 

also cited as the language that caused the most barriers (Hagen 1999). For New Zealand 

companies, French was the most used foreign language in business until the 1990s when 
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Asian languages rose in popularity. Nevertheless, it was still considered one of the three 

most important languages for New Zealand trade at the time of the last Massey University 

study in 1992. Now, ten years on, in the increasingly “global” environment of the twenty-

first century, one wonders how things have evolved. Are New Zealand companies that trade 

with France using more French to communicate with their buyers? Or is English the 

business language of choice? 
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Chapter 5 
 

Survey Methodology: If at First You Do Not Succeed… Think 

of Descartes and Turn to PR 

 

“Ces longues chaînes de raisons, toutes simples et faciles, dont les géomètres ont coutume 

de se servir pour parvenir à leurs plus difficiles démonstrations, m’avaient donné occasion 

de m’imaginer que toutes les choses qui peuvent tomber sous la connaissance des hommes 

s’entre-suivent en même façon, et que, pourvu seulement qu’on s’abstienne d’en recevoir 

aucune pour vraie qui ne le soit, et qu’on garde toujours l’ordre qu’il faut pour les déduire 

les unes des autres, il n’y en peut avoir de si éloignées auxquelles enfin on ne parvienne, ni 

de si cachées qu’on ne découvre.” 

René Descartes1

 

5.1 Introduction 
 

One of the aims of this thesis is to construct, through empirical research and analysis, a 

snapshot of the attitudes and behaviours of New Zealand firms that are exporting to France 

in the new millennium. To be able to gauge any shift in attitude to and usage of French 

among New Zealand firms exporting to France since the Massey University studies, a 

survey for the new millennium had to be developed. The survey was designed with a view 

                                                           
1 René Descartes, Discours De La Méthode, ed. J.-M Fataud (Paris, Bruxelles, Montréal: Bordas, 1972) 74. 
Translation: “Those long chains of reasoning, each of them simple and easy, that geometricians commonly 
use to attain their most difficult demonstrations, have given me an occasion for imagining that all the things 
that can fall within human knowledge follow one another in the same way and that, provided only that one 
abstain from accepting anything as true that is not true, and that one always maintains the order to be followed 
in deducing the one from the other, there is nothing so far distant that one cannot finally reach nor so hidden 
that one cannot discover.” René Descartes, Discourse on Method and Meditations on First Philosophy, trans. 
Donald A. Cress, Third ed. (Indianapolis, Cambridge: Hackett Publishing Company, 1993) 11. 
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to establishing whether New Zealand businesses are opting for the universal or the singular 

in a “global” environment.  

 

Chapter 5, then, outlines the preparation of the pilot surveys and the new millennium 

questionnaires that were based in part on the earlier surveys, yet sought to go beyond this 

previous work by re-examining and rethinking survey methodology. This rethinking of 

methodology came about in view of changes that have occurred both in the real world and 

in theoretical understandings and because of the gaps and flaws of past surveys.  

 

While much care was taken in the revision of methodology, the pilot survey did not 

succeed in reaching its target audience and as a result the response rate was extremely low. 

Taking some inspiration from Descartes, the chapter details the problems encountered with 

the pilot survey and describes how, through perseverance, logical deduction and by taking 

into account changed business and societal contexts, this situation was redressed. 

 

5.2 Research Strategies  
 

According to Robert Yin, the research strategy best suited to exploratory / descriptive 

studies where the questions to be answered include “who”, “what”, “where”, “how many” 

and “how much”, is a survey. He writes that the use of questionnaires is “…advantageous 

when the research goal is to describe the incidence or prevalence of a phenomenon or when 

it is to be predictive about certain outcomes” (Yin 1994, 6). In order to answer “how” and 

“why” questions, however, qualitative data must also be gathered.2  
 

                                                           
2 Commenting on the qualitative data one garners from case studies, M.B. Miles and A.M. Huberman write: 
 

Qualitative data are sexy. They are a source of well-grounded, rich descriptions and 
explanations of processes in identifiable local contexts. With qualitative data one can 
preserve chronological flow, see precisely which events led to which consequences, and 
derive fruitful explanations. Then, too, good qualitative data are more likely to lead to 
serendipitous findings and to new integrations; they help researchers to get beyond initial 
conceptions and to generate or revise conceptual frameworks. Matthew B. Miles and A. 
Michael Huberman, Qualitative Data Analysis: An Expanded Sourcebook, Second ed. 
(Thousand Oaks: Sage, 1994) 1. 
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I have followed the principles expounded by Yin in selecting the research design for this 

study. I decided to use questionnaires to provide descriptive data, which in turn are used to 

make comparisons with previous research done both in New Zealand and overseas. The 

questionnaires also include attitudinal questions to provide qualitative information, which 

throws light on why the participant firms had made certain decisions.  

 

The research carried out to date, both overseas and in New Zealand, has served to highlight 

a number of investigative avenues that were incorporated into the current study. These 

include methods of trade, product adaptation, language strategy, employment of French 

speakers, use of French in business (ie. in the office, in correspondence, negotiations, 

translations etc.), language and cultural barriers and whether companies consider use of 

French and knowledge of French culture critical success factors for doing business with 

France. To some degree, the Elucidate and Massey University surveys provided a base for 

the questionnaires I produced. Nonetheless, my surveys, both the pilot study and the new 

millennium survey, contain a number of new questions that address my particular topic and 

objectives as well as questions that allow comparison with other surveys. While these new 

questionnaires stem from past surveys, then, their methodological expansion serves to make 

the corpus stronger. 

 

5.2.1 The Role of the Observer 

 

When writing the questionnaires, care was taken to avoid, or at least compensate for, any 

bias in the questions. Since Einstein articulated the importance of the position of the 

observer on the phenomenon observed in his theory of relativity (Einstein 1934), 

researchers have been aware of their subjectivity in observation. Hagelin took this view 

further by claiming that the observer was not only passive, but also an active participant in 

creating the result of an observation (Hagelin 1987). 3  

                                                           
3 William Foddy writes: “The heart of the matter is that we must accept that we do impose either our own 
view of reality, or our guesses about our respondents’ views of reality, upon our respondents’ answers 
whether we admit it or not. The only issue is how self-conscious are we when we do this.” William Foddy, 
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Researchers may not always make their own assumptions and interests explicit. These 

implicit assumptions can lead to prejudice in the questions they ask and in turn influence 

their findings. Professor Raylene Ramsay (personal communication) questioned the 

apparent objectivity of the Massey University surveys. Dunmore, Rollason, Brooker and 

Watts, who showed that French was the language to choose for doing business, were 

members of a university department teaching French. The extent to which their need or 

desire to protect their discipline determined the research project itself and the nature of the 

questions is not easy to assess. Indeed, as they did not publish their questionnaires, it is 

difficult to find evidence either of bias or of an attempt to counter or compensate for the 

interests of the observers. However, comparison with overseas surveys suggests that they 

were not the only researchers to discover the importance of using French in business. 

Moreover, after the 1986 survey, Watts claimed to agree “wholeheartedly on the need to 

strengthen the teaching of Asian languages at all levels” (Watts 1991, 16), although not at 

the expense of European languages. Whether or not their methodology factored in their 

subjective positions, horizons of expectations or desired outcomes remains unclear. 

Comparison with the results of the current research may shed some light on this question. 

 

At this point it would seem pertinent to describe my own position in the role of observer. 

Like Dunmore, Rollason, Brooker and Watts, I am working out of a university French 

Department. Furthermore, I teach a Business French paper. As such, there may appear to be 

some danger of manipulation of questions to produce findings that would support my own 

interests. However, I made both the topic of my investigation and my own position clear in 

the participant information sheet attached to the pilot questionnaires and in the covering 

letter that accompanied the new millennium survey.4 I did not ask questions related to 

respondents’ future plans in terms of enrolment in French courses. Other such obvious 

areas of self-interest were avoided as far as possible. The scope of my project is limited to 

the use of French in business, unlike most of the other surveys reviewed in the previous 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
Constructing Questions for Interviews and Questionnaires: Theory and Practice in Social Research 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993) 192. 
4 See Appendices III, IV and VIII. 
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chapter. My aim, then, is not to show that French is more “useful” in business than any 

other given language, but rather to find out whether, in companies currently exporting to 

France, knowledge of French language and culture is a critical success factor. 
 

5.3 Designing the Pilot Survey 

 
The decision to employ the survey as the principal research strategy for this study is a 

methodologically valid one. “Surveys”, as Statistics New Zealand puts it, “provide a widely 

accepted vehicle for producing information of a statistical nature. [. . .] Statistics derived 

from surveys are vital inputs for social and economic research” (Department of Statistics 

1995, 9). Moreover, postal surveys offer several advantages to the researcher including low 

cost of data collection and processing, little chance of interviewer bias and the possibility of 

reaching participants who are situated in geographically dispersed locations (Oppenheim 

1992, 102).  

 

Nonetheless, given the potential problems associated with postal questionnaires, 

particularly in relation to the low response rates that they engender and the consequent 

biases that non-responses provoke (Oppenheim 1992, 102), it was decided to create a pilot 

survey that would be sent out to all potential respondents. Based on the outcome of this 

pilot survey, the new millennium questionnaire could be altered, in its content, form or 

method of dissemination, to address any flaws encountered in the first mailout.  

 

Originally, I had hoped that I would be able to gather quite detailed information from my 

questionnaires. I therefore developed two rather lengthy pilot surveys in which I rethought 

questionnaire methodology in terms of the unit of analysis. In order to determine whether 

or not New Zealand firms had a company “policy” (Inman 1980) or “strategy” (Hagen 

1999) regarding the use of French in business, I sent one questionnaire to the CEO or 

Managing Director and another to the employee most involved in dealing with the French 

market. The CEO was asked to comment on strategic factors while the employee was asked 

  - 171  
 
 



  

to describe actual use of French in the company’s day-to-day business, thus allowing 

insight into the level of implementation of any company policy.5

 

I believed that by choosing to survey both the CEO and employee, giving strategic and 

“shop-floor” perspectives, the unit of analysis, “the company”, would be more inclusive. At 

the same time it would serve to strengthen the corpus. Although some of the earlier studies 

made their units of analysis quite clear, such as Lambert (1990) with his graduates of three 

international business programmes or even Fixman who addressed her questions to 

“multiple representatives of a variety of companies” (Fixman 1990, 26), most of the others 

were vague. Hagen (Hagen and Christie 1999, 17), for instance, says only that surveys were 

mailed to “companies”, while the Massey University surveys were sent to “exporters and 

manufacturers” (Dunmore and Rollason 1967, preface), “firms” (Dunmore and Brooker 

1976, 1, Watts 1987), and “exporting firms and companies [. . .] and organisations involved 

in promoting tourism” (Watts 1992, 1). None of which tells us very much about the person 

who actually completed the questionnaires. Nor does it allow us to ascertain the 

respondent’s representativeness of the company in question. By making the unit of analysis 

more explicit in my pilot survey, I hoped to gain greater insight into company attitudes and 

behaviours. 

 

5.3.1 Writing the Pilot CEO Questionnaire 
 

The CEO questionnaire comprised two sections.6 The first part was largely based on 

section 1 of the Elucidate survey. It consisted of a series of general classification questions 

to allow statistical comparison between firms surveyed. In addition to questions in the 

Elucidate survey, though, and in order to “identify entities or individuals who are of 
                                                           
5 A significant factor in choosing the CEO and the employee most involved in dealing with the French 
market, who, incidentally, was most likely to occupy a managerial role, was that they were the people in the 
firm who were probably best able to answer the questions. Foddy purports, “it would seem reasonable to 
assume that those respondents with most responsibility for formulating decisions and planning courses of 
action will be most motivated to gather information and spend time thinking about the relevant issues. And it 
would seem reasonable to predict that such respondents will be most likely to have associated information, 
beliefs and opinions.” Foddy, Constructing Questions for Interviews and Questionnaires: Theory and Practice 
in Social Research  35. 
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interest to [the] research project and efficiently exclude those who are not of interest 

(Peterson 2000, 106), I included a screening question (1.1 Does your company currently 

trade with France?). Question 1.7 on gender was put in to reveal any differences in attitude 

between male and female CEOs, and I added question 1.10 on educational qualifications to 

find out to what extent attitudes and practices of CEOs reflected their educational 

backgrounds. I inserted question 1.18 (exports to France as approximate percentage of 

sales) to see whether companies with a higher stake in the French market exhibited 

differences in attitude and behaviour to those with a lesser interest and, as the second 

section of the CEO questionnaire was devoted to strategy, I omitted Hagen’s question 1.13 

on language strategy (Hagen 1999, 125). 

 

Section 2, Current Strategy for the French Market, explored strategic topics in a more or 

less logical order7 from past behaviours or events through to those of the present and 

future. Questions were also arranged according to topic, ensuring a flow throughout the 

questionnaire.8 The majority of the questions were behavioural as a main objective of this 

study is to find out what the companies do, but there were, towards the end of the survey, 

some attitudinal questions that would have given the CEOs the chance to express their 

opinions and perceptions.9  

 

In a series of open questions (2.2 – 2.8), CEOs were asked about their decision to enter the 

French market, their sources of information on the French market, how business contacts 

were first made and their initial mode of entry. Pat Jenkins writes, “[w]ell phrased open-

ended questions put the respondent at ease, and encourage them to think carefully about the 

issue and to answer in some depth” (Jenkins 1999, 11). Open questions were used here as 

the great variety of possible answers precluded pre-coded questions. In fact, most of the 

questions in section 2 of the CEO survey were either entirely open, or pre-coded questions 
                                                                                                                                                                                 
6 See Appendix V. 
7 The first question, 2.1, asked the CEO to define current trading conditions with France before going on, 
from 2.2, to establish, through historical questions, how the present situation came about. 
8 Peterson writes, “[q]uestions addressing the same topic should be placed in the same sequence.” Robert A. 
Peterson, Constructing Effective Questionnaires (Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, Inc., 2000) 109. 
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which were followed by open-ended questions to allow CEOs to elaborate on their 

answers.10  

 

Questions on product and packaging changes and marketing strategy were followed by a 

sequence of questions on language strategy (2.14 – 2.20). A rule of thumb when designing 

surveys is to keep language simple and to make sure terms and concepts are defined 

(Department of Statistics 1995, 54). Foddy states, “the words used by the researcher when 

formulating questions should be as specific and as concrete as possible” (Foddy 1993, 44). 

In order, then, to prevent the kind of confusion that could render comparison of results 

useless, I gave a definition of language strategy based on that of Hagen (Hagen 1999, 8). 

This fits with Herbert Blumer’s “symbolic interactionist theory” which, when applied to 

survey research, assumes that “before a successful communication cycle can occur, a 

question must be understood by the respondent in the way the researcher intended, and the 

answer must be understood by the researcher in the way the respondent intended” (Foddy 

1993, 23). Subsequent questions probed the development of language strategy in the firm, 

whether it had been successful or not, how the company communicates with its French 

customers and whether or not the company employs native French speakers or French 

language graduates.  

 

Questions 2.21 and 2.22 asked whether the CEO considered proficiency in French and an 

understanding of French culture to be critical success factors when doing business with 

France. A Yes / No option was given and respondents were asked why they believed this to 

be the case or, alternatively, if they did not think it was, what they considered the critical 

success factors in doing business with France to be. Although CEOs would have implicitly 

answered this in their responses to the previous questions on language strategy, it was 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
9 Paul Hague cites three different types of questions that are used in structured and semi-structured 
questionnaires: “Behavioural”, “Attitudinal” and “Classification”. Paul Hague, Questionnaire Design 
(London: Kogan Page, 1994) 29-30. 
10 There are a number of pitfalls associated with open questions. Some of the most obvious ones are that 
respondents do not understand the question or do not know how to answer it. Sometimes they do not know the 
kind of answer the researcher requires or they wander from the topic. Foddy, Constructing Questions for 
Interviews and Questionnaires: Theory and Practice in Social Research 151-52. By making the questions as 
clear and as specific as possible, and by including pre-coded questions with an option for respondents to 
expand on their answers, it was hoped that some of these traps were minimised. 
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included as a separate question so that they could state their view explicitly. What is more, 

if they did not feel that language and cultural considerations were important in business, 

they had the opportunity to express exactly what was important to them. 
 
Finally, CEOs were asked whether they were satisfied with their company’s performance in 

France before being questioned on possible future strategic changes. Question 2.25 was 

included to check New Zealand business people’s views on how they thought the European 

Union would influence language strategy in the future, thus allowing comparison with the 

British and American standpoints. Then, a final open question invited further comment. 

The purpose of the last closed question was to find out whether respondents were willing to 

participate further in the research by being interviewed, thereby giving me an indication of 

companies prepared to be involved in case studies.  

 

5.3.2 Writing the Pilot Employee Questionnaire 

 

The pilot Employee questionnaire commenced in exactly the same way as the CEO survey; 

that is with a section requesting company and personal details for statistical purposes.11 

Unlike the CEO questionnaire, however, the employee was not asked to provide 

information on the company’s activities or any financial or personnel details as there is no 

point asking people for information that they may not necessarily know or be able to access 

readily.12  

 

Again in contrast to the CEO questionnaire, closed questions dominated the employee 

survey. The larger volume of questions in the latter dictated the use of closed questions as 

they take less time to answer. According to A.N. Oppenheim, “[c]losed questions are easier 

and quicker to answer; they require no writing, and quantification is straightforward” 

                                                           
11 See Appendix VI. 
12 “Questions which require information, or a level of skill, which respondents may not have” are included in 
Statistic New Zealand’s list of pitfalls in questionnaire design. New Zealand Department of Statistics, A 
Guide to Good Survey Design (Wellington: Department of Statistics New Zealand, 1995) 57. 
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(Oppenheim 1992, 114). I hoped that their concise nature would offset the length of the 

employee questionnaire. 

 

The questionnaire was divided into eight topic sections which move from the general to the 

specific giving the “questionnaire un aspect cohérent et logique” whereby “les questions 

d’ordre général précèd[ent] les questions se rapportant à des aspects plus particuliers” 

(Javeau 1978, 76).13 Section 2, then, focused on the current use of French in the company 

and the following sections covered more specific topics; translation and interpreting, 

language training, market research, language barriers, cultural barriers and further 

comments. 

 

In section 2, Current Use of French in Your Company,14 respondents were asked whether 

staff members in their company had any competence in the French language. In the first of 

a number of filter questions in this survey, question 2.2 gave a routing instruction to 

respondents who answered negatively.15 Those who answered positively, however, were 

instructed to fill out a table or grid detailing employee competencies. The respondent was 

given a list of six skill levels, ranging from very basic through to native speaker 

competency, and asked to give the job title of each employee.16 They were then required to 

indicate the level of competency for each employee in listening, speaking, reading, writing 

and knowledge of French business protocol. Finally they were asked which skill they 

considered most important for each employee.  

 

                                                           
13 Translation: giving “the questionnaire a coherent and logical aspect” whereby “questions of a general 
nature precede those relating to more particular aspects.” 
14 Keeping in mind Aaron V. Cicourel’s observation, “[p]eople are not very accurate in describing their own 
behavior when asked to respond to direct questions.” A.V. Cicourel, "Interviews, Surveys and the Problem of 
Ecological Validity," American Sociologist 17 (1982): 19., employees and CEOs alike were consistently 
questioned on their “company’s” behaviour, rather than their own. 
15 Oppenheim writes, “A filter question is used to exclude some respondents from a particular question 
sequence if those questions are irrelevant to them [. . .]. If the answer is negative [to the filter question], the 
[respondent] will be instructed to skip the next few questions and proceed to the beginning of the next 
question sequence (a routing instruction).” A.H. Oppenheim, Questionnaire Design, Interviewing and Attitude 
Measurement, New ed. (London: Pinter, 1992) 111-12. 
16 The scale used here is the same as that used by Watts, The Use of French in Exporting and Tourism, 12. 
However, I added a sixth level – “native speaker” to take into account the possibility of a company having 
native French speakers on its staff.  
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This question was included despite fears of the arbitrariness of rating scales. In his 

influential book, Psychometric Methods, Professor J.P. Guilford warns: 

 

The use of ratings rests on the assumption that the human observer is a good 

instrument of quantitative observation, that he is capable of some degree of 

precision and some degree of objectivity. His ratings are taken to mean 

something accurate about certain aspects of the object rated. While forced to 

have much confidence in quantitative human judgments, we must be ever 

alert to the weaknesses involved and to the many sources of personal biases 

in those judgments. [Some of the] well-known errors in ratings [include] [. . 

.] the error of leniency, the error of central tendency, and the halo effect 

(Guilford 1954, 278). 

 

Question 2.2, however, would have given us some idea of the number of employees in each 

firm with French language ability and an approximate notion of their level, which could 

have been used for comparative purposes.  

 

Question 2.3 asked respondents to name the situations in which French is used in their 

company. They were given a number of options, including “other (please specify)”, and 

were instructed that they may tick more than one answer.17 They were then asked to 

indicate in which situation French is most used. This question was adapted from question 

2.2 of the Elucidate survey where respondents were asked to list in order of importance 

situations in which foreign languages were used. Due to the difficulty caused by having to 

rank such a large number of options, it was decided to simplify the task in this survey.18

 

Whether or not companies received and responded to French customer enquiries in French 

was raised in questions 2.4 to 2.7, and questions 2.8 and 2.9 explicitly asked whether 
                                                           
17 Oppenheim reports that there may be “some loss of rapport, if respondents become irritated because they 
feel that the choice of answers fails to do justice to their own ideas, so we ought to include an ‘Other (please 
specify)’ category.” Oppenheim, Questionnaire Design, Interviewing and Attitude Measurement  114. 
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French is used in replying to correspondence from France and in telephone conversations 

with French customers. These questions relate to Watts’ section C (Watts 1987, 14-16) but 

I included a “not applicable” option in the category scale to account for the possibility of 

companies not receiving enquiries in French. I also added a second part to the question 

regarding the method (telephone, letter, fax, e-mail or other) used by clients to make 

enquiries. Given the relative brevity of this list, I then asked respondents, using a numerical 

scale from 1 to 5, to rank the items.19  

 

In order to “channel the questioning process from general to specific in a manner that 

maximizes the quantity and quality of information obtained while minimizing possible 

answer bias” (Peterson 2000, 109), a funnel question was used in 2.10 to probe French 

language use on business trips.20 A closed-end filter question (Does your company make 

business trips to France?) was first asked “to determine whether [the] study participant is 

knowledgeable about the topic or phenomenon being investigated” (Peterson 2000, 109) 

before open-ended questions addressed the frequency and purpose of these trips. A 

multiple-choice question then got respondents to state how business is usually conducted in 

France in terms of language used and deployment of interpreters. 

 

Inventories, lists “that respondents are asked to mark or tick” (Oppenheim 1992, 241), were 

used for questions 2.11 and 2.12 on publicity materials put out by the company in French. 

These are comparable with categories on publicity materials in the Massey University 

surveys, with the addition of the “web site” option reflecting technological advancement. 

Question 2.13, a simple dichotomous question, asked whether, to the respondent’s 

knowledge, the company had ever included proficiency in French in a job advertisement. 

This was followed by an attitudinal question where the respondent was asked for his or her 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
18 Questions that cause difficulty to respondents are best avoided. These include questions “that require 
considerable thought and, perhaps, the use of arithmetic before they can be answered.” Vernon T. Clover and 
Howard L. Balsley, Business Research Methods, Third ed. (Columbus: Grid, 1984) 169. 
19 Oppenheim suggests that “under normal survey conditions, to put ten objects in rank order is probably as 
much as can be asked.” Oppenheim, Questionnaire Design, Interviewing and Attitude Measurement  250. In 
this case, there are only five items to be ranked. 
20 This question expands on Watts’ section C (vi) on communication with non-native speakers of English 
when travelling overseas. Noel R. Watts, Foreign Languages in Exporting (Palmerston North: The 
Department of Modern Languages, Massey University, 1987), 15. 
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opinion on the importance of language proficiency in staff recruitment. So as to force “the 

respondent away from the middle ground” an “even number of choices” (Fink and 

Kosecoff 1985, 36) was given in the category scale (important, reasonably important, not 

very important and not important). 

 

Section 3 concentrated on translation and interpreting. It started with an open question to 

find out the types of documents companies needed to have translated into French. The 

respondent was then required to fill out a grid on how their company handled different 

types of translation, for example, by using their own staff, a translation company, a 

government department and so on.21 The list is similar to that given in the Massey 

University surveys but I added the categories of “web translation service” and “machine 

translation (on-line or software)” to reflect the advances in translation services offered 

today. Questions 3.3 and 3.4 asked for the same information as 3.1 and 3.2 but with respect 

to translation from French into English. 
 
A number of tips for using translators and interpreters are listed in a guide for Australian 

exporters (National Languages and Literacy Institute 1994, 23-24). I incorporated this 

advice into questions 3.5 and 3.12 where respondents were asked whether they 

implemented any of the named strategies. It was envisaged that information gathered from 

these questions would serve to shed light on answers to questions such as 3.6 and 3.13 and 

3.7 and 3.14 where respondents were asked how satisfied they were with translation / 

interpreting services and whether a bad translation or interpreting job had ever resulted in a 

loss of business. Respondents were given a “don’t know” option for 3.7 and 3.14 to reflect 

the possibility of a lack of awareness of lost business due to incorrect or sloppy translation 

and / or interpreting.22 This corresponds to what Hagen terms the “ignorance factor” that 

                                                           
21 According to Oppenheim, a grid is “an elaboration of the usual type of inventory – more like a two-way 
inventory. It is a very simple and straightforward means by which one can quickly collect information without 
having to ask a great many questions.” Oppenheim, Questionnaire Design, Interviewing and Attitude 
Measurement  247-49. 
22 F.M. Andrews found that “inclusion of an explicit ‘Don’t know’ category was associated with better data, 
higher validity [. . .]. The idea that one should let respondents ‘opt out’ if they lack the requisite information 
receives strong endorsement.” F.M. Andrews, "Construct Validity and Error Components of Survey 
Measures: A Structural Modelling Approach," Public Opinion Quarterly 48 (1984): 431.  
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affects “companies which are not aware of the impact of language deficiencies on their 

trade and who tend to under-report the situation” (Hagen 1999, 56). 

 

In Hagen’s view, companies “are better able to report on concrete expenditure such as 

training” (Hagen 1999, 56) so a series of “factual” questions were posed in section 4, 

Language Training. Bearing in mind that an “unreasonable recall period” is a hazard to be 

avoided in survey writing (Department of Statistics 1995, 55), I asked respondents to 

comment on language training undertaken by employees in the last three years, the same 

time-frame utilised in the Elucidate survey. Question 4.2 involved the filling out of a grid 

to provide details on the type, intensity and duration of courses completed by employees. 

Respondents were then asked about their company’s use of new language learning products 

such as CD-ROMS and Internet learning. The use of a funnel question here allowed 

information on the type of products used and the effectiveness of those products to be 

gathered. The last question in section 4 addressed the reasons why companies had not 

undertaken French language training in the last three years. The multiple-choice options 

(“don’t see the need”, “too expensive”, “takes too long to achieve proficiency”, “employee 

disinterest”, “no appropriate courses available” and “other, please specify”) were designed 

not only for the employee to give concrete reasons but also for the employee to indicate his 

/her precepts and attitudes toward language training. 

 

Section 5 was devoted to market research, an area not specifically explored in either the 

Massey University or Elucidate surveys. It seemed to me that finding out how companies 

gathered and dealt with information on the French market would be useful for interpreting 

some of their attitudes toward French language usage. A concern here was whether French-

speaking employees are able to access information in French or whether all intelligence 

gathered is in English. 

 

Sections 6 and 7 Language Barriers and Cultural Barriers, required respondents to think 

about whether the company had ever encountered language or cultural barriers when 

dealing with France. An explanation of “cultural barriers” was given and questions were 

asked using examples to illustrate the types of “barriers” companies might have come 
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across. The use of examples is akin to the “aided recall technique”, which is often used by 

advertisers. The theory behind this is that the respondent “may be able to remember the 

information desired more completely and correctly if asked a specific question that makes it 

unnecessary to recall a large amount of information” (Clover and Balsley 1984, 182). In 

this case, the examples given not only indicated the type of answer solicited, but also would 

have helped jog the respondent’s memory. 

 

In view of Foddy’s claim that “respondents’ answers in terms of specific dimensions will 

not always be congruent with their global judgements” (Foddy 1993, 29), it was decided to 

include section 8, Further Comments. Question 8.1 gave respondents the opportunity to 

express in their own terms any other thoughts, feelings or comments that they may not have 

been able to convey in their responses to the more specific questions in the survey. Finally, 

as in the CEO questionnaire, respondents were asked to indicate their interest in 

participating further in the research by being interviewed. 

 

Overall, in both CEO and Employee questionnaires, considerable effort was made to 

remain consistent in terminology, for instance the word “company” was employed 

uniformly throughout, to avoid complex, difficult or ambiguous language, to give easy-to-

follow instructions and to keep the layout clear and consistent. In order to check “the 

wording, clarity, range and order of [. . .] questions” (Jenkins 1999, 18), the questionnaires 

were given to a group of academics and lay people for pre-testing. Their feedback was 

taken into account when finalising the pilot surveys. Once completed, the pilot 

questionnaires were submitted to the University of Auckland Human Subjects Ethics 

Committee for their approval which was granted on 21 February 2001, Reference 

2001/024. 
 

5.4 Hitting a Brick Wall: Problems with the Pilot Survey 
 
Despite my best efforts in questionnaire design, the response rate for the pilot surveys was, 

as anticipated, extremely disappointing. In October 2001, I posted the pilot questionnaires, 
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participant information sheets and consent forms along with a stamped self-addressed 

envelope to 110 companies. By May of 2002, I had received only 43 replies, most of which 

were uncompleted surveys that had simply been sent back to me. Only one firm filled out 

both the CEO and the Employee survey and four filled out one or the other.23 At 4.5%, this 

was certainly not an adequate sample size and I had to ask myself why the results were so 

poor.  

 

One possible reason why I did not have much success with the first mail-out was that 

unlike the Massey University researchers, who all carried out their surveys prior to 1993, I 

was not able to make use of the services of government departments or trade industry 

organisations to draw up a list of companies exporting to France.24 This option was not 

available to me due to the restraints imposed upon the passing on of information about third 

parties under the Privacy Act. Principle 2 (1) of the Privacy Act of 1993 states that 

“[w]here an agency25 collects personal information, the agency shall collect the information 

directly from the individual concerned” (New Zealand Parliament) and principle 11 states 

that “[a]n agency that holds personal information shall not disclose the information to a 

person or body or agency [. . .]” (New Zealand Parliament). These restrictions on the 

dissemination of information mean that bodies such as Trade New Zealand, the Chambers 

of Commerce and other industry or trade organisations are not able to communicate 

information on their clients or members to interested parties. Consequently, obtaining a 

pre-established list of New Zealand firms that deal with France was impossible. 

 

                                                           
23 The information gathered from the five firms who completed the pilot survey was incorporated into the 
results of the new millennium survey. 
24 The Massey University researchers were supplied lists of exporting firms by organisations including the 
Department of Industries and Commerce, the New Zealand Manufacturers’ Federation, the Associated 
Chambers of Commerce, the Export Institute of New Zealand, the Department of Trade and Industry, the New 
Zealand Trade Development Board and various producer boards and authorities. J. Dunmore and B. Rollason, 
Foreign Languages and the New Zealand Exporter (Palmerston North: The Department of Modern 
Languages, Massey University, 1967), preface. Watts, Foreign Languages in Exporting, preface. Watts, The 
Use of French in Exporting and Tourism, preface. 
25 In the preliminary provisions of the Privacy Act, “agency” is defined as “any person or body of persons, 
whether corporate or unincorporated, and whether in the public sector or the private sector; and, for the 
avoidance of doubt, includes a Department [. . .].” The New Zealand Parliament, Privacy Act 1993 028, 
<http://rangi.knowledgebasket.co.nz/gpacts/public/text/1993/se/028se2.html2002>. 
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Without such a list, I was forced to embark upon a considerable amount of detective work 

in order to create a database of companies likely to be exporting to France. While it was 

common knowledge that certain well-known, mostly large companies were involved in the 

French market, I was aware that there would be many more lesser-known firms that I 

would have to include in my sample. After exhausting the store of companies I knew of 

either through word-of-mouth or by having seen their products on sale in France, the first 

resource I turned to was the TRADENZ web site26 where I discovered the existence of their 

monthly publication Export News. I then proceeded to comb back publications for stories 

on New Zealand companies exporting to France. This proved reasonably fruitful, providing 

me not only with a number of company names, but also a good deal of information on the 

type of industries and products that were going into France from New Zealand. Using this 

information and relevant keywords, I then did numerous internet searches and started 

building my database of companies that appeared likely to be doing business with France. I 

have stressed the word “likely” as often the company or industry organisation web sites did 

not explicitly state the export destination of their products. If the site mentioned that the 

firm in question was exporting “internationally”, or better still, “to Europe”, I included it on 

my database. Once I had just over 100 likely participants, I decided to send off the pilot 

questionnaires. 
 
Considering the poor response rate, it would seem possible to conclude that in spite of my 

research, some of the companies to whom I posted the pilot surveys were not involved or 

no longer involved in exporting to France. Indeed, 12 of the 38 uncompleted surveys were 

returned with notes to this effect. Not having access to the information held by trade and 

industry organisations, then, meant that in some instances the sample had not been 

adequately targeted. Nonetheless, as 67 firms did not reply at all, it is impossible to know 

whether or not they would have fallen into the target sample group, so while this lack of 

information goes some way toward accounting for the insufficient response rate, it is by no 

means the only explanation. 

 

                                                           
26 TRADENZ, Trade New Zealand Corporate Website, <http://www.tradenz.govt.nz2002>. 
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Of the remaining 26 pilot surveys that were returned but not filled out, 23 were returned 

with either no message or simply a statement saying that the firm in question would not be 

participating in the research. For these 23, no specific reason was given for their refusal to 

take part. In contrast, the 3 remaining uncompleted surveys were returned with messages to 

the effect of “sorry we have no time to complete your survey”. While we will never know 

the real reasons for the unwillingness of the 23 former respondents to complete the 

questionnaires, nor will we know why the 67 firms who did not reply at all failed to do so, 

it seems possible that time may have been a factor for them. At 11 and 18 pages for the 

pilot CEO and Employee questionnaires respectively, it could well be that companies felt a 

little daunted and may have overestimated the time it would have taken to fill them out. 

Yet, despite its 18 pages, the Employee questionnaire, for example, contained many closed 

or multiple-choice questions that only required the respondent to tick the appropriate box. 

This type of survey, then, should not have demanded a lengthy period of time to complete. 

The CEO questionnaire, on the other hand, included a number of open questions. However, 

it would have been up to the participant to decide exactly how detailed he or she wished to 

make his or her answer. If the CEO were brief, it should have been possible to fill out the 

survey in 10 to 20 minutes. 

 

In addition to the time factor, it is possible to imagine in retrospect that the questions in the 

pilot surveys could have been a little “academic”, making them difficult for the layperson 

to understand. One of the respondents who did fill out the survey wrote question marks 

next to several questions and stated in a follow-up e-mail message, “I did not understand all 

questions 100% and left some spaces blank; feel free to come back to me if you need more 

explanation”. Perhaps some of those who did not complete or did not return the surveys 

faced similar difficulties.  

 

Another possible barrier to completion of the pilot surveys is the fact that, while in most 

cases I was able to find the name of the CEO or Managing Director of each firm and it was 

to this person that I addressed my surveys, there remains a chance that the addressee did not 

actually see the questionnaires. Indeed, a number of the notes that accompanied some of the 

uncompleted surveys had been written by Personal Assistants. It is well known that the role 
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of a Personal Assistant includes the sorting and delegation of mail, and it could be that it 

was the Personal Assistant who decided that the surveys would not be passed on to the 

appropriate people. Even though I had attempted to reach the CEO or Managing Director 

directly, as this was a postal survey, there were no guarantees that the addressee would 

actually receive the questionnaires. 
 
Perhaps the most significant reason for the lack of responses, however, stems from 

something that lies deeper within the New Zealand psyche. It could be argued that the 

Privacy Act of 1993 reflects a certain distrust of intellectualism and information sharing in 

New Zealand society. This makes the task of the researcher very delicate, as he or she has 

to prise information out of wary informants. This wariness or suspicion of research is 

compounded by the lack of enthusiasm and apathy shown by subjects who fail to see any 

direct personal benefits in their participation in a study.27  

 

Two firms that sent back uncompleted surveys showed proof of this underlying reluctance 

or suspicion, one maintaining, “[our company] does not participate in any surveys which 

are neither statutory requirements or industry generated” and the other stating “[a]fter 

reading sections of the survey I have come to the conclusion that it is not relevant to [our 

company]”. Moreover, the nearly 61% of firms that did not bother to reply at all certainly 

demonstrated indifference toward a study that had the potential to help them lift their 

performance in the French market. This lack of interest also suggests that the topic of the 

study – French language and culture in business – may have held little appeal for many 

firms, revealing the kind of monoglot Anglophone arrogance in business that was evident 

in the earlier Massey University surveys. 

 

Finally, and again in relation to the Privacy Act, the fact that the pilot surveys required 

firms to supply not only their names but also details regarding their turnover and other 
                                                           
27 Commenting on New Zealand values, Alan Webster, Paul Perry and Ted Drawneek from Massey 
University, write, “The anti-intellectualism traditional to New Zealand has unfortunately involved a deep 
resistance to education and its capacitating effects.” Alan Webster, Paul Perry and Ted Drawneek, Can New 
Zealand Rise to the Competitive Productivity Challenge? A Special Report on Cultural Factors in Economic 
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“commercially sensitive” data, could have deterred some firms from participating. In fact, 

one of the companies who did fill out one of the questionnaires did so without supplying 

their name, claiming that they wished “to remain anonymous”. Part IV section 28 of the 

Privacy Act provides that an agency may refuse to disclose information requested if “the 

withholding of the information is necessary to protect information where the making 

available of the information (a) Would disclose a trade secret; or (b) Would be likely 

unreasonably to prejudice the commercial position of the person who supplied or who is the 

subject of the information” (New Zealand Parliament). While, in the participant 

information sheet attached to each survey, I made it clear to potential respondents that no 

such information would be made public without their explicit consent, it would seem that 

some firms felt that the research was too probing. They may not have felt comfortable 

providing information that they believed to be of a sensitive nature.  

 

For all of these reasons, by May 2002 it became clear that, if I were to gather sufficient data 

to complete this study, a new survey would have to be designed and sent out to New 

Zealand firms doing business with France.  

 

5.5 Preparing the New Millennium Survey  
 

The new survey on the use of French among New Zealand firms exporting to France was 

created after considering all of the possible pitfalls of the pilot questionnaires. A significant 

number of methodological changes were made in terms of the sample selection and the 

design and dissemination of the questionnaire. These changes, however, in no way 

compromised the integrity of the new millennium survey. 

 

It was decided that in order to “win over” the potential survey participants and to maximise 

the response rate, public relations techniques would have to be used. One of the first rules 

of Public Relations is that anyone wishing to communicate well with another group or 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
Activities in New Zealand (Palmerston North: Research Directorate of the New Zealand Study of Values, 
Massey University, 1992). 
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“public” must identify and know the target public well. Public Relations expert Joseph 

Peart writes, “[c]ommunicators first identify the particular target publics or audiences for 

their message, then package information in a form acceptable to that audience” (Peart and 

Macnamara 1996, 21). For the purposes of this survey, the audience, New Zealand firms 

exporting to France, had to be effectively identified. In other words, I had to be sure that 

the surveys were going to firms who were actually exporting to France.  

 

The first question, then, was how to filter out from the sample group any firms that were 

not exporting to the French. This was to some extent answered when on my research trip to 

France in January 2002 I visited the Chambre de Commerce et d’Industrie de Paris. There I 

obtained a list of French firms that had had, at some time in the past, business dealings with 

New Zealand. In the survey that I sent to the French buyers of New Zealand products 

(details of which are contained in Chapter 7), I asked for the name of the New Zealand 

company or companies with whom they did business. In contrast to New Zealand, France 

does not have a far-reaching Privacy Act. Indeed, it is a highly centralised society where 

information on citizens, organisations and businesses is systematically gathered and made 

available to the interested public. For this reason, French firms had no hesitancy in 

providing the names of their New Zealand suppliers. Armed with this new information, I 

was able to update my database of prospective New Zealand respondents. While this 

decreased the potential sample size from 110 to 56, I could at least be sure that the sample 

had been satisfactorily targeted.28

 

With the target group suitably identified, and in keeping with public relations techniques, I 

then had to use my knowledge of the attitudes and behaviours that drive this particular 

“public” in order to persuade them to take part in the survey. Aware that the targeted 

respondents were all busy, intelligent professionals, though not necessarily “academic” or 

with specialist linguistic knowledge, and that most would be New Zealanders, I decided to 

make the survey shorter, simpler and anonymous.  

                                                           
28 While the French firms provided me with the names of a number of additional New Zealand firms to add to 
my database, I also included all of the firms that I had contacted previously, and that I knew were exporting to 
France, in my sample.  
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The first step toward making the new survey simpler and shorter was changing the unit of 

analysis. One of my objectives in the pilot survey had been to obtain both strategic and 

“shop-floor” perspectives on the use of French in the surveyed firms. As this had meant 

that one company was required to fill out two questionnaires thus making their task longer 

and more complex, I decided to send only one questionnaire incorporating the main points 

from both the original CEO and Employee questionnaires to each company. I sent this new 

questionnaire to Export Managers in larger firms or to General Managers in small 

businesses. Often, in the smaller enterprises, the Export Manager and General Manager 

were one and the same person. While the unit of analysis was still explicit, it did reduce, to 

some extent, the possibility of contrasting attitudes and behaviours within companies. 

However, it ultimately made the task of completing the survey more attractive to the target 

public and enabled me to gather the information necessary to complete this study. 

 

Having to reduce the two previous questionnaires into one required a re-examination of the 

objectives of the research. I obviously had to retain the same question that informs the 

study of the use of French in business relations – do New Zealand companies lean toward 

the universal or the singular in the face of the contemporary pressures of globalisation? I 

also needed to keep questions that would allow comparison between the previous Massey 

University surveys on the use of foreign languages in business in New Zealand. Moreover, 

I had to include both attitudinal and behavioural questions to determine how attitudes 

toward the importance of linguistic and cultural matters in business translated into day-to-

day practice. However, the much broader scope of the previous survey, which included 

questions on market research, language training and language and marketing strategies, had 

to be narrowed. Other questions, such as those on translation and interpreting needs, 

underwent considerable simplification. The questions on turnover, educational 

qualifications, exports as percentage of sales and other such “sensitive” issues, were 

eliminated. To combat any other underlying suspicions, I also made the survey anonymous, 

stressing in the accompanying letter to participants that “all information that you provide 

will remain confidential and neither you nor your company will be named in my thesis.” 
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Despite the reductions, the coherence of the new survey remained excellent, serving the 

main purposes for which it was intended without any loss of integrity. 

 

Making the questionnaire shorter and simpler involved the use of mostly open questions 

that required only the briefest of answers.29 In all, companies were asked to answer eleven 

questions. Four general classification questions were included to allow comparison across 

the sample and identify trends: What industry sector is your company in?, Approximately 

how many staff work in your company?, How long have you been exporting to France?, 

and  Do you deal directly with your French buyers or do you have some other arrangement 

(agents/joint venture/subsidiary in France etc.)? Firms were asked whether they had made 

any changes to their products for the French market so as to determine their propensity 

toward adaptation or standardisation. In addition, given that the French subjects of my 

survey on non-verbal communication (see Chapter 3) claimed that visiting the market and 

forming good relationships with buyers was an important key to success in France, I asked 

whether New Zealand firms visited the market and if so, what was the frequency of their 

visits. 

 

Most of the remaining questions focused specifically on linguistic and cultural matters. The 

main behavioural question, Do you use the French language in any of the following 

situations?, simply required respondents to check “yes” or “no” next to sixteen listed 

situations in which they might need to use French, such as correspondence, telephoning, 

negotiating and so on. I included a seventeenth option, Other (please specify) to 

accommodate any other situation where French may have been used. This easy-to-answer 

question amalgamated several more complex questions from the pilot Employee 

Questionnaire. If the firm did use French in any of these situations, they were then asked a 

follow-up question: Do you have fluent French speakers on your staff or do you use 

translators or interpreters?  Next, to test the firms’ awareness of linguistic and cultural 

issues in business, the question, Has your company ever encountered language or cultural 

barriers in your business dealings with France?, was posed. The attitudinal question, In 

                                                           
29 See Appendix VII. 
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your opinion, how important is knowledge of French language and culture for a New 

Zealand company selling to the French?, was asked to permit comparison between attitudes 

and behaviours as well as, hopefully, providing insight into the position language and 

culture holds in business in the current “global” climate. Firms were also asked whether 

they were satisfied with their performance in France. Finally, as was the case in the first 

survey, respondents were invited at the end of the questionnaire to express any other 

comments that they considered to be relevant to the study, but had not addressed 

specifically in the answers to my questions. 

 

Along with the simplification of the pilot questionnaire came a reworking of the covering 

letter. Peterson points out that “[g]ood cover letters are especially critical [. . .]. Unless a 

cover letter can persuade a sufficient number of targeted study participants to complete and 

return a questionnaire, a research project will fail” (Peterson 2000, 103). Public relations 

techniques were therefore employed to ensure that every word in the letter would 

encourage completion and return.  

 

Firstly, in order to appeal to the fairly informal, non-academic average New Zealand 

businessperson, the tone of the letter was made more down-to-earth and friendly than that 

of the participant information sheet that had been sent out with the pilot questionnaires.30 

Use of the simple “Hello” and the friendly and much used “Kind Regards” helped convey 

this tone. In addition, the letter was more concise, containing shorter, simpler sentences, 

though including sufficient information about the project to allow respondents to make an 

informed decision about their participation. Peterson claims, “long introductions tend to 

lose study participants. They lead to low cooperation rates because they imply long, boring 

questionnaires” (Peterson 2000, 105). Brevity was thus seen as imperative. 

 

Also essential was the use of keywords that homed in on respondents’ “hot buttons”. These 

are words that serve to highlight issues surrounding the participation in the survey that are 

perceived as important to the prospective subjects. As mentioned above, it was thought that 

                                                           
30 See Appendix VIII. 
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reasons for non-participation in the pilot survey might have been that it was too long, too 

difficult, perhaps not entirely relevant to the immediate concerns of respondents, and too 

probing. To counteract these conceptions, I used words like “five minutes”, “simply”, 

“valuable”, “benefit New Zealand companies” and “confidential”. 

 

A request for help or a favour, a ploy recommended by Peterson (Peterson 2000, 103), was 

used in an implicit way in the body of the letter, “In order to complete my doctorate, I need 

to gather some information on the use of French in New Zealand firms exporting to France” 

and more explicitly at the end, “Thank you very much for your time and help in making 

this study possible.” What is more, both the importance of the survey and the possible 

benefits it would bring to the respondents were emphasised in the sentence, “The research I 

am doing may provide valuable insights into French business that will benefit New Zealand 

companies”, providing a balance to the request for help and encouraging participation. 

 

Finally, emphasis was placed on the rapidity and ease of completion of the task to 

encourage response. I wrote, “I hope that you can find a spare five minutes to answer the 

questions that appear below. Please press ‘reply’ then simply type your answers on this e-

mail and send it back to me.” 
 

As the above sentence would suggest, the final significant methodological difference 

between the first and second surveys was the decision to disseminate the survey via 

electronic mail rather than by post. Although this meant that I was again narrowing the 

sample to those firms with an internet connection and e-mail address, the advantages of 

using this new technology far outweighed this one disadvantage. Besides, as almost every 

firm that is serious about international export has, if not a web site, at least an e-mail 

address, the reality was that the limitation was minimal.31  
 
Cost had been an important factor in the choice to send the pilot survey by post. As the 

firms that I needed to contact were located all over New Zealand with many based in the 
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South Island, other similarly valid research methods such as face-to-face interviews or 

long-distance telephone interviews would have been prohibitive on a PhD student budget. 

For the new millennium survey, then, the choice of e-mail was even more cost-effective 

than that of the pilot postal survey. 32

 

While cost was one consideration in the choice of e-mail distribution, it was not the most 

important one. As well as being economical, e-mail is a highly efficient and convenient 

way to enter into a dialogue with any individual possessing an e-mail address. This is 

advantageous in several ways. The first is ease of contact as “a person with the proper 

(portable) terminal equipment can log in to his or her ‘mailbox’ from any location that has 

electronic access to the [e-mail] system. Today, this means that people can pick up their e-

mail from their office, their home, their hotel rooms, another office (perhaps in another 

city) they are visiting, or any site with a phone jack” (Anderson et al. 1995). Furthermore, it 

allows a researcher to have more control over exactly with whom in the firm he or she is 

establishing contact. The fact that most employees have their own e-mail address, which is 

often posted on the company web site, made it easy for me to get in touch with the selected 

target respondent. It also does away with the uncertainty surrounding the role that the PA 

plays in that he or she may fail to pass on postal surveys to their destined recipient.  

 

E-mail has the advantage of being very fast and immediate as well, whereas a postal survey 

can easily be set aside and forgotten about for weeks. Contrary to a postal survey which 

demands the effort of picking up a pen and physically completing it before inserting it into 

the reply envelope and putting it in the post, when a subject receives an e-mail survey, it is 

very easy to fill it out on the spot and hit the send button.33 The immediacy of this act can 

create a dialogical relationship between researcher and respondent whereby instant replies 

and instant thank-you messages can lead to the offer of further information. Finally, the less 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
31 In fact, I was unable to find an e-mail address for only two of the New Zealand firms that I knew to be 
exporting to France. 
32 For the purposes of collecting more qualitative data, however, follow-up phone calls and a visit were made 
to a few companies that were willing to discuss certain issues in more depth.  
33 In marketing or public relations terms, research has shown that “audience response is greatest when the 
method of response is most easy and immediate for the recipient.” Joseph Peart and Jim Macnamara, The 
New Zealand Public Relations Handbook, Second ed. (Palmerston North: The Dunmore Press, 1996) 142. 
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formal nature of an e-mail message has the additional advantage of seeming friendlier and 

more abordable than a formal, academic document.  
 

5.6 Conclusion 

 

Although I was aware of the potential pitfalls of postal surveys, when faced with the fact 

that the pilot survey designed to gather information on New Zealand firms exporting to 

France had not succeeded in its objectives, I was initially tempted to believe that this was 

due to a lack of interest and apathy on the part of my prospective respondents. Surely the 

poor response rate was evidence enough that New Zealand firms were so blindly monoglot 

that they could not be bothered participating in research that had the potential to help them 

improve their performance in the French market. Yet, by thinking of Descartes’ advice 

about not accepting anything as true that is not (necessarily) true, I set about searching, in 

an orderly and logical fashion, for other reasons why the pilot survey had met with such 

limited success. I came to the conclusion that in order to create a survey that “works” in the 

twenty-first century, it is necessary to be aware of the evolution of business and societal 

contexts and to incorporate new technology into research methodology. The pilot survey, 

then, failed precisely because it did not sufficiently address these changing contexts. 

Despite following the best methodological advice in the writing of the questions, the pilot 

survey was, in hindsight, over-ambitious and its length and overly “academic” appearance 

may have deterred potential respondents from participating in the research. More 

importantly, perhaps, by neglecting the psychological aspects of survey design, and not 

satisfactorily incorporating what I knew about the needs and concerns of the prospective 

participants, I more than likely hindered my chances of obtaining a workable sample.  

 

The approach taken in the creation of the new millennium survey took on board public 

relations’ principles in an attempt to successfully target the “public” or audience that I 

wished to reach. This strategy required that I adequately identify the target and analyse the 

forces that shaped the particular attitudes and behaviours of the target, New Zealand 

business people. The first force was the existence of the Privacy Act and the influence it 
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had on people’s resistance to research. The second was the fact that business people are 

concerned with time and money and are therefore unprepared to invest too much time into 

something in which they see few immediate or personal benefits. To combat the former, I 

made the survey anonymous and extirpated any questions that may have been deemed too 

“commercially sensitive”. As for the second, I condensed the two original surveys into one, 

making the task shorter and simpler yet all the while maintaining its integrity. The covering 

letter was rewritten in a more down-to-earth style and it included keywords to attract 

participants. In a final step toward rendering the survey more user-friendly and making use 

of the latest technology, I chose to send it to respondents via e-mail, making for a speedy, 

targeted delivery and a quicker and easier way for subjects to respond.  

 

By all accounts the perseverance and public relations tactics worked as the new millennium 

survey proved more palatable to potential respondents. Within hours of e-mailing out the 

questionnaires, replies began, if not flooding, certainly trickling steadily into my mailbox. 

Within two weeks 62.5% of companies had replied, making for a good statistically 

workable sample. Now I was ready to discover whether, in interaction with the changing 

world contexts, New Zealand firms dealing with France were experiencing a shift toward 

the singular or staying within the monolingual boundaries of the universal in their twenty-

first century business relationships. 
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Chapter 6 
 

When a Picture is not Necessarily Worth a Thousand Words: 

Behaviour and Attitudes of New Zealand Companies in the 

French Market 
 

“Les chiffres sont aux analystes ce que les lampadaires sont aux ivrognes : ils fournissent 

bien plus un appui qu’un éclairage.” 

Jean Dion1

 

6.1 Introduction 
 

The Massey University and other surveys demonstrated that by the early 1990s New 

Zealand firms had become more aware of the importance of using French and other foreign 

languages in trade. This awareness did not always, however, translate into actual usage in 

day-to-day business. The emphasis on using French in written materials rather than in 

direct communication indicates that New Zealand companies were still very reliant on 

English when conducting business with French-speaking buyers.  

 

Adopting a comparative approach with the earlier studies, Chapter 6 reports on the findings 

of the new millennium survey, taking into account both quantitative and qualitative data 

for, as the title of this chapter suggests, statistics alone do not tell the whole story, and 

contemplates whether, in interaction with the changing world contexts, New Zealand’s 

primarily monolingual stance is evolving. 

 

                                                           
1 Jean Dion, "Tordre Les Chiffres," Le Devoir 4 June 1997. My translation: “Numbers are to analysts what 
lampposts are to drunks: they provide more support than illumination.” 
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6.2 The Sample 
 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, questionnaires were sent to 56 New Zealand firms 

involved in exporting to France. A total of 35 companies replied, representing a response 

rate of 62.5 %. Of the 35 replies received, 8 surveys were not filled out, as the firms in 

question were no longer doing business with France. This left 27 participating companies, 

48.2% of the possible sample. This result is comparable to Noel Watts’ 1992 survey of 

New Zealand firms exporting to France. Watts received 38 replies from the 61 

questionnaires he sent out, obtaining a response rate of 62%. However, 9% of returned 

surveys came from companies not involved in the French market (Watts 1992, 10). The fact 

that the non-response rate of my survey echoed that of Watts’ 1992 research is interesting 

and suggests a similar level of interest (or lack of) in language issues in business among 

New Zealand firms today as there was ten years ago.   

 

While the earlier Massey University surveys comprised much larger samples, their scope 

was also much wider. The aim of these studies was to investigate the use of all foreign 

languages in New Zealand business, not just French. Dunmore and Rollason’s 1966 survey, 

for instance, was sent to 750 firms and replies were received from 364, 36 of which were 

not exporting at the time of the survey. This left them with “a working sample of just under 

50 per cent” (Dunmore and Rollason 1967, 1). As for firms exporting to France, the exact 

number is not made explicit in their report, nor is it mentioned in either the 1976 or 1986 

Massey University follow-up studies. It seems certain, however, given the large number of 

other languages mentioned, that the number of firms exporting to France could not have 

been great.  

 

6.2.1 The Participating Companies 
 

The new millennium survey comprises participants from the three broad industry sectors: 

primary, secondary and tertiary. For purposes of more representative categorisation, these 
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groups were narrowed to the following: Agriculture Food, Agriculture Related, Seafood, 

Manufacturing, Hi-Tech and Tourism.  

 

Figure 29: Industry Type

AgFood
33%
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26%
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11%
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The largest group, Agriculture Food with 33% of respondents, includes firms exporting 

dairy products, meat, fruit and vegetables and other food products. Agriculture Related, the 

second most important group (26%) consists of companies involved in horticulture, hides, 

skins and by-products, animal health and rural fencing products. Hi-Tech companies, 

electronics and electronic and electrical engineering firms, represent 15% of participants. 

Seafood companies, exporting fish and shellfish, share fourth position (11%) with 

Manufacturers, whose activities include the production and marketing of souvenirs and 

sportswear. One firm, making up 4% of the sample is in the tourism industry. 

 

Interestingly, the sample reflects both the current top export industries, principally in the 

primary sector (see figure 30 below), and the growth or potential growth sectors, identified 

by Trade New Zealand as food, agricultural technology, seafood, yachts and pleasure craft / 

marine components, consumer goods, telecommunications and products for outdoor and 

leisure activities (France Country Brief August 2002, 4-5). Martin Ross, former Trade 
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Commissioner to France, adds intermediate industrial products, biotech, food ingredients, 

software and electronics to this list (Ross 2000, 5).  

 

Figure 30: New Zealand's Top Ten Exports to France 
Year Ended June 2001
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Source: (France Country Brief August 2002, 4). 

 

As well as representing a wide variety of industries, the sample includes companies ranging 

from very large, multinational enterprises, which count up to 4500 employees, to very 

small one or two-person businesses. While the average company size is 574 employees, this 

number is a little deceptive. In fact, as figure 31 shows, there are only six companies with 

over 500 employees, the rest are small to medium size firms. The average number of 

employees in the remaining 21 firms is 124, which is still considerably greater than the 

average number of employees per New Zealand enterprise in 2000, which the Ministry of 
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Economic Development records as just below six (SMEs Contribution to Employment 

2002). 
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Figure 31: Staff Numbers

 
 

There is a similarly wide cross-section of experience in the French market among the 

sample companies. The company with the longest trading history with France has been 

exporting for approximately fifty years, while the firm with the least experience has only 

been in the French market for six months. The average number of years that this sample 

group of companies has been exporting to France is fourteen. 

 

Figure 32: Years Trading with France
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The methods of market entry for the sample firms are also varied. The greatest number of 

New Zealand firms are dealing direct (26%) or dealing direct and using an agent (30%) in 

the French market while only 11% deal via an agent alone. Quite a few firms (19%) have a 

subsidiary or an overseas office in France or elsewhere in Europe that handles the French 

market. A small percentage of firms (7%) deal direct and deal through an overseas office 

and the same percentage have a joint venture with a French company.  

 

Figure 33: Method of Market Entry
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Overall, with the exception of the service sector, the sample can be seen as representative 

of the broad New Zealand industry types that are involved in the French market. There is a 

good cross-section of small and large companies with a range of experience in dealing with 

the French. However, as with any survey-based research, caution must be exercised when 

considering the results. Despite an altogether acceptable response rate, similar to that of 

Watts’ 1992 survey, the fact remains that some of the identified potential sample group did 

not reply.  

 

What the new millennium survey results show, then, is a slice of the pie, the slice 

containing the thoughts and opinions of a particular group of New Zealand firms – in all 

likelihood those most interested in the role of language in business. What they cannot show 
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is a comprehensive, in-depth picture of exactly how French is used by all New Zealand 

firms dealing with France. Nonetheless, the sample should allow the tracing of the grandes 

lignes, the trends or patterns in New Zealand firms’ views on the use of French language 

and culture in business. 

 

6.3 Results 
 

The survey results are divided into four sections to allow for the comparison of behaviour 

and attitudes of the participating companies. The first section discusses the New Zealand 

firms’ use of French and their experience of linguistic and / or cultural barriers in the 

French market. The second section reveals companies’ attitudes to the importance of 

French language and culture in business and the third part examines the role extra-linguistic 

factors play in a firms’ success in France. The fourth section considers the levels of 

satisfaction of the participating firms in the French market. 

 

In the interests of clarity and ease of comparison with the earlier Massey University studies, 

it was decided not to carry out a full range of statistical tests on the data. Further technical 

manipulation of the data may be an option for future research. However, given that this 

thesis is destined for an audience based primarily in French studies, such in-depth scientific 

analysis was deemed unnecessary. Results, both qualitative and quantitative, are therefore 

presented in such a way as to be comprehensible to the interested public. 

 

6.3.1 The Use of French by New Zealand Companies 
 

The first significant finding of the new millennium survey is that the use of French among 

New Zealand companies exporting to France has grown tremendously since the 1960s. Of 

the companies surveyed, 89% use French in some form or another and only 11% use no 

French at all in their business dealings with France. This demonstrates an almost complete 

turnaround since the first Massey University survey which, though focusing on all foreign 
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languages, showed that a mere 10% of New Zealand firms were using other languages in 

business (Dunmore and Rollason 1967, 1).  

 

However, as figure 34 illustrates, in the 2002 survey another 15% of New Zealand firms are 

using French only in labels and lettered packaging, a European Union requirement. These 

firms use no French in any of their day-to-day business dealings with their French 

customers. One could therefore argue that only 74% of the firms surveyed in fact use 

French as a business communication tool. Moreover, some firms indicated that they use 

French only “sometimes” or “occasionally”, so actual usage may not be as wide as the 

figures would suggest.  

 

Figure 34: How Companies Use French
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While just 7% of companies use French in oral communication alone, there seems a shift 

away from the trend apparent in Watts’ 1986 and 1992 studies of using French solely in 

written communication. Over half of the New Zealand firms now appear to make use of 

French in both written and oral contexts. Nevertheless, as figure 35 indicates, the four 

contexts in which French is most used are written. 
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From the first Massey University study, the most common use of French has been in the 

production of labels and lettered packaging, instructions for use and advertising. In 1966, 

the most prevalent was advertising, followed by instructions for use and labels (Dunmore 

and Rollason 1967, 6-7). Ten years later packaging had come to the fore, with instructions 

for use and advertising following close behind (Dunmore and Brooker 1976, 2). The 

situation remained unchanged in 1986 (Watts 1987, 1) and 1992 (Watts 1992, 13). Today’s 

figures are no different, with the majority of firms that use French in business using it in 

labels and instructions for use and just under half of them writing advertisements in French. 

 

Figure 35: The Use of the French Language in New 
Zealand Business
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Where this latest survey differs from the earlier ones is in the use of French in 

correspondence.2 Of the firms that use French, 44% reported employing it in 

correspondence. This represents a jump from the Massey surveys, which showed a strong 

reluctance on the part of New Zealand firms to reply to correspondence in anything but 

English. There is also an increase in the use of French in face-to-face contact, with 44% of 

firms using it when on business trips, 41% using it in meetings with their French 

counterparts, 38% using it in negotiations and business lunches and 33% using it at 

exhibitions and trade fairs.  

 

It is interesting to note that more firms use their own staff, whether New Zealand based or 

overseas based, to handle face-to-face contact in French. Three of the firms surveyed said 

that they use interpreters and two employ the services of their overseas agents in this role. 

Of the 27 participating firms, 18.5% have New Zealand staff members able to use spoken 

French with their customers and 14.8% have overseas staff able to fill the same role. In all, 

this makes for a third of New Zealand companies with staff members who are in the 

position of being able to carry out conversations in French with their French customers. 

This is a vast improvement from the “8% of cases [where] staff members [were] able to 

conduct business overseas in the language of their customers without an interpreter” as 
                                                           
2 To underline the importance of using French in correspondence, Martin Ross, former Trade Commissioner 
to France, likes to tell his ‘Dear Jacques’ anecdote. After setting up contacts between a New Zealand 
company and a French buyer, he was disappointed to hear that the deal had fallen through. The New Zealand 
company was slow to follow up on the French side’s response. When it did, it dashed off a fax saying 
something like: “Dear Jacques, Price lists attached. Give us a bell if you want any more info…” 
 
There are several problems with this kind of approach. Firstly the time delay is not good. Follow-up is 
expected within 2-weeks of initial contact – the French firm will often use this as an indicator of the New 
Zealand company’s seriousness and as a guide to its ability to service its requirements from the other side of 
the world.  
 
Secondly, fax and e-mail transmissions are frowned upon, at least in the ‘courting’ period. The firm should 
have sent a formal letter in impeccable business French. If English is used in correspondence (not 
recommended for the initial approach), then avoid colloquial and slangy expression. For the French, formality 
is fundamental. The French never address each other by their first name under such circumstances. In fact, 
some colleagues who have worked together for years still address each other with their title and family name.  
 
Finally, the fax conveyed no interest in establishing a relationship with the buyer. For the French, building an 
understanding of their business partners (both the people and the companies) before making a commitment is 
important. In a normal course of events, then, the New Zealand company would be expected to make an initial 
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described by Watts in his 1986 survey (Watts 1987, 2). However, the fact remains that the 

majority of New Zealand firms are still using English in direct oral communication with 

their French clients. 

 

Figure 36: The Use of French in 
Face-to-Face Contact
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A third of New Zealand firms are currently able to use French on the telephone, though 

some indicated that this was just “the basics – hello, goodbye”, or that while they did 

sometimes use French, most of their telephone conversations were in English. To put it 

another way, 66% of firms never use French on the telephone. In 1986, 76% of New 

Zealand companies used only English when speaking on the telephone to overseas 

customers. While the millennium survey demonstrates a slight rise in this area, there still 

seems a general reluctance to communicate in French on the telephone. 

 

Similarly, there is not much evidence of New Zealand companies making the most of the 

most recent of “global” communications tools, with 81% of firms without a web site in 

French. Trade New Zealand points out that business to business transactions over the 

internet “are predicted to grow globally from US$109 billion in 1999 to US$1331 billion 

by 2003” and draws attention to the fact that it is precisely in business to business 

transactions that most New Zealand exporters engage. The “potential of e-business is huge” 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
visit to the buyer which would then be followed up with subsequent visits on a fairly regular basis (Martin 
Ross, personal communication).  
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(E-Business Basics), they claim, yet New Zealand firms within the sample appear less than 

aware of the importance of having their web site translated into their customers’ language. 

 

One New Zealand business that has discovered the advantages of using French on its web 

site is “Company 1”, a manufacturer of protective sportswear. According to the company’s 

owner/manager, recent sales growth can be attributed to their web site, which is translated 

not only into French, but into German and Spanish as well. “Our web site is perhaps our 

single most important marketing tool for attracting new distributors and new customers 

alike. All our local distributors are listed on the site so that a French woman, or German or 

Spanish woman for that matter, can visit our site, read about our product, then pop down to 

the nearest sales outlet and buy it.” Though obtaining figures for the amount of hits that are 

converted into sales is an impossible task, the owner/manager notes “sales to France have 

quadrupled since Christmas.” 

 

Figure 37: Number of Situations in which French is Used by 
Company
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Analysing the number of situations in which French is used by each of the participating 

companies, gives another perspective on the use of French in New Zealand business. As 

can be seen in figure 37, two firms use French in 16 out of the possible 17 situations. Both 

companies have subsidiaries in Europe that handle all communication with the French 

market as does “Company 26” that uses French in 14 situations. A fairly significant number 

of firms (33.3%) use French in two situations or less, all of which involve written materials. 

The average number of situations in which French is used per company is 6. 

 

The size of the firm seems to have some bearing on the amount of French that is used. 

Figure 38 shows that the companies that use the least French tend to be small, though there 

is one notable exception to this, “Company 23”. The opposite is not necessarily the case, 

however, with a mixture of both large and smaller firms using French in a number of 

situations. 

 

Figure 38: Number of Situations in which French is Used 
vs Company Size
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Firms involved in the manufacturing industry use French in the fewest number of 

situations, averaging just 2.7. The Agriculture Food industry, on the other hand, averages 

8.1 situations in which French is used and the Hi-Tech sector averages 6.8. The Seafood 
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industry, with an average of 5.7, slightly outdoes the Agriculture Related group on 5.1. The 

figure of 8 for the Tourism sector is not really representative as there is only one firm in 

this group. 

 

Figure 39: Average Number of Situations 
in which French is Used by Industry Type
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As far as the methods companies employ to produce French materials or engage in 

communication in French are concerned, 26% have French-speaking staff who are able to 

handle these tasks and a further 19% use a combination of French-speaking staff and 

translators or interpreters. The quality of these communications may not always be top of 

the range, however, as several of the firms surveyed indicated that while some staff 

members used French, their French was “not fluent”, rather “conversational” or “basic”. 

This can be compared to the Massey University findings where some companies reported 

that “slightly better than school French” is required when doing business in French 

speaking countries (Dunmore and Brooker 1976, vii), while others relied on assistance 

from the “Boys’ High School” or from a student attending “Auckland University Evening 

Classes” (Dunmore and Brooker 1976, vi). Stephen Hagen noted that while 74% of British 

export companies claimed to have at least one employee with language skills, this figure 

was “deceptive due to the effect of self-reporting. [. . .] the largest group of employees 

(one-third) has only a ‘Basic’ knowledge of a language” (Hagen 1999, 41).  
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For the larger firms with subsidiaries or overseas offices in Europe or France, business is 

usually carried out in French, and most of the firms hire French nationals specifically to 

deal with the French market. One company wrote, “It is very important to have a French 

speaking person looking after your business from within the market” and another stated, 

“[i]n my view you have to rely on French or French-speaking Europeans to do what is 

required to penetrate the [French] market. In my experience, the vast majority of New 

Zealand staff coming to Europe have very good knowledge of the local industry they 

represent, but next to no Continental European insight or understanding.” On the other 

hand, another multinational firm felt that “it is possible to trade into France without having 

French speakers, and this is a new development in the last ten to fifteen years. Every year 

English becomes more common. It is more important to understand the culture and 

business practice there, as it differs greatly from New Zealand and it is easy to make a 

serious mistake.” In most cases, personnel at the New Zealand head office of the 

multinational firms are not able to communicate in French. “We communicate with our 

French customers in English”, said one company, “although the staff in our French office 

are French nationals so will no doubt communicate in French.”  

 

Agents are used by 19% of the surveyed firms to manage the French side of 

communications and 7% of firms use both agents and translators and interpreters. 

Typically, these companies use very little or no French themselves and deal with their 

agents in English. A small number of companies (11%) rely exclusively on outsourced 

translators and/or interpreters to handle their communication in French.  

 

As already mentioned, 11% of companies make no use of French at all. Curiously, another 

7% of firms do not use French themselves but get their customers to translate their labels 

into French.3

 

                                                           
3 Whether these firms are aware that native speaker competency and technical competence in the field are 
necessary for a good translation from English to French, or whether their failure to provide a translation stems 
rather from ignorance or laziness, is a matter that merits further investigation. 
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Figure 40: Methods of Using French in Business
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Figure 41: Average Number of Situations in which French is 
Used per Method of Market Entry
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As figure 41 shows, it is mostly the larger multinational companies with subsidiaries or 

offices in France or other European countries that are using French in day-to-day business 

communications.4 The New Zealand personnel of these firms, however, do not use French. 

                                                           
4 Fixman also found in her survey of American companies that firms that identified themselves as “global” 
rather than “U.S. companies operating internationally” seemed “more likely to have foreign language needs 
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One of the multinationals maintained that, “French is very important if selling directly. It is 

not important for our New Zealand based staff in our case.” Interestingly, of those firms 

that do deal direct, French is only used in an average of 5.6 situations, most of which are 

written. And, in smaller companies, particularly in the Manufacturing industry, the use of 

French is minimal. 

 

Despite the apparent growth in the use of French among New Zealand firms, 56% of the 

companies surveyed claim to have experienced some sort of linguistic or cultural barriers in 

the French market. This is comparable to the Elucidate survey where 53% of British 

companies declared they had had problems with language barriers (Hagen 1999, 6), the 

language causing the most difficulty being French (Hagen 1999, 46). Fewer firms said that 

they had experienced cultural barriers. Stephen Hagen explains: 

 

It is clear that the linguistic interface is multifaceted, involving 

misunderstandings over etiquette and behaviour, as well as in the language 

of communication. In other words, the cultural aspects of communication 

are often embedded within, and inseparable from, the linguistic. In the UK 

sample almost one in five companies claims to have experienced cultural 

barriers [. . .]. Many more companies face cultural barriers without realising 

it (Hagen 1999, 7). 

 

He also mentions that there is under-reporting on linguistic and cultural barriers “due to 

lack of awareness” (Hagen 1999, 6). Hagen singles out small and medium size enterprises 

and firms with five years’ experience or less in their chosen foreign market as being most 

likely to encounter linguistic and cultural barriers (Hagen 1999, 64). 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
that arise from adapting their corporate cultures abroad.” Carol S. Fixman, "The Foreign Language Needs of 
U.S.-Based Corporations," ANNALS, AAPSS 511.September (1990): 30. 
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Figure 42: Companies that Experienced 
Language and Cultural Barriers in the 

French Market
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In the case of the New Zealand firms that participated in the millennium survey, company 

size does not appear to be a factor in the likelihood of experiencing linguistic or cultural 

barriers. If anything, small and medium size companies are more likely to feel that 

linguistic and cultural issues are not problems for them. Nine out of the twelve companies 

that have not faced language and cultural barriers have 200 or fewer employees. Almost all 

of the large multinational firms, on the other hand, profess to have come across some 

linguistic or cultural barriers in their business dealings with France. 

 

Figure 43: Experience of Linguistic / Cultural Barriers 
vs Company Size
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As far as experience in the French market is concerned, there seems little correlation 

between the length of time trading and likelihood of experiencing linguistic and cultural 

barriers. Both firms with many years experience and ones relatively new to the French 

market have experienced linguistic and cultural barriers.  

 

Figure 44: Experience of Linguistic / Cultural Barriers vs Years 
Trading with France
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The New Zealand results thus differ from those of the British Elucidate survey. However, 

as Hagen points out, companies tend to under-report linguistic and cultural barriers as they 

are simply unaware of their existence. It is possible that this is the case with some of the 

New Zealand firms, as comments such as “most (of our French customers) appear to speak 

English”, or “The French can be very stubborn and hear / read only what they want to. This 

trait has nothing to do with language barriers. We have not found the fact that we do not 

communicate fluently in French to be a major problem but were we fluent there would be 

advantages. Sometimes there can be minor misunderstandings in translation but this is 

easily worked through”, indicate a lack of sensitivity to linguistic and cultural matters. 

 

One way of perhaps checking these suspicions is to compare experience of linguistic and 

cultural barriers with the number of situations in which companies use French. Figure 45 

reveals that three companies that use French in numerous situations experienced no 

barriers. One stated, “We do not have language or cultural barriers in France as we employ 

French nationals in our subsidiary. They approach the market in the French way.” 

However, many firms that use little or no French claim not to have experienced any barriers 
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either. Interestingly, many of these same firms made remarks to the effect of “our French 

clients speak English, so there are no problems.” It could be that for these companies it is 

more a question of ignorance of any linguistic or cultural barriers, rather than their non-

existence. 

 

For the firms that maintain that they have experienced linguistic and cultural barriers there 

is a similar range of usages of French, though slightly more of the firms that use French 

consistently state that they have experienced barriers. One of these firms noted, “Yes we 

have encountered language and cultural barriers and that is why Account Managers [are 

now] multilingual.” This would tend to indicate more awareness of such factors among 

these firms. Predictably, several of the companies that use little or no French also declare 

that they have come up against language and cultural barriers in the French market. For 

instance, one firm that uses only English in its business dealings with France disclosed, 

“sometimes e-mail messages are hard to understand.” And another professed, “We 

occasionally experience linguistic and cultural barriers but we work through each situation 

as it arises. It is actually quite good in the sense that a lot of the buyers / persons involved 

[in our industry] speak English very well.” 

 

Figure 45: Experience of Linguistic / Cultural 
Barriers vs Number of Situations in which French 

is Used
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Error! 

A similar picture is drawn by figure 46, which shows the relationship between experience 

of linguistic and cultural barriers and a company’s views on the importance of French 

language and culture. It is clear that firms that have experienced (or are aware that they 

have experienced) linguistic and cultural barriers think that knowledge of French language 

and culture is far more important in business relations with France than those who have not. 

This suggests that the more a company is sensitive to language and cultural issues in a 

foreign market, the more likely it is to deem them important. Conversely, firms that are 

unaware of language and cultural barriers are more inclined to see them as irrelevant. 

 

Figure 46: Experience of Linguistic / 
Cultural Barriers vs Importance of French
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Thus far, on the surface at least, it would seem that New Zealand companies dealing with 

France are moving away from the monolingualism of old and accepting the importance of 

doing business in the customer’s language. Scratch the surface, however, and another 

picture emerges. The use of French may be on the rise, but it is still generally within the 

traditional areas of written communication, two of which, the use of French in labels and 

packaging and the use of French in instructions for use, are legal necessities under 

European Union regulations. And, although more firms are using French in oral contexts 

than in the past, the majority are still relying on English. Overall, it is large multinational 
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firms (often in the Agriculture Food industry) that have subsidiaries or overseas offices in 

France or another European country that use the most French. Smaller firms (especially in 

the manufacturing industry) that deal through agents or go direct and through agents use the 

least French in business. Just over half of New Zealand companies have experienced 

linguistic and / or cultural barriers in the French market, though the real number may be 

significantly higher as ignorance of these barriers, particularly among the small to medium 

size firms, has probably meant that firms have under-reported their occurrence.  

 

6.3.2 How New Zealand Companies Rate the Importance of 

French Language and Culture in New Zealand-French 

Business Relations 
 

The above results lead us to examine the attitudes of the participating firms to the 

importance of French in their business relations with their French customers. Do they 

perceive dealing with the French in French as critical to their success in the market? 

 

In 1992, Watts found that the vast majority of his respondents considered that the use of 

French was “important in developing trade” (Watts 1992, 11). Only 20% of the firms that 

he surveyed felt that “French was unimportant in the export areas in which they were 

involved” (Watts 1992, 11). 

 

When compared with Watts’ findings, the millennium survey reveals that attitudes toward 

the importance of French language and culture have undergone some change. Whereas 26% 

of firms surveyed state that knowledge of French language and culture is “very important” 

for a New Zealand company selling to the French and 15% said it is “important”, another 

15% believe it is “not important” and 22% feel it is “not very important”. A further 22% of 

companies see French language and culture as “quite important” factors in a successful 

trading relationship. As figure 47 demonstrates, opinions are fairly evenly spread. 

 

  - 216  
 
 



  

Figure 47: Importance of French 
Language and Culture
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Comments received from firms on this point range from the categorical, “[t]his [the 

importance of French language and culture] is not in question, it is essential, it is a very 

competitive market”, to the tempered, “[o]n a scale of 0-5 where 1 is important, I’d say 3 – 

not critical but you need to be aware of how and where to use the language”, to the 

dismissive, “[k]nowledge of French is not important. All French buyers speak English and 

correspond in English.” 

 

Figure 48: Importance of French Language and Culture by 
Method of Market Entry
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As was the case with usage of French, it is the multinational firms with subsidiaries and 

overseas offices that tend to rate knowledge of French language and culture as important to 

their business. As one of these firms explained, “we have found that since opening our 

office [in France] we have made gains beyond what we had traditionally been doing. The 

customers / agents that we have been dealing with for many years have always 

communicated well in English but having French nationals working for us in the 

marketplace seems to be proving worthwhile.” 

 

The two firms that have joint ventures are at opposite ends of the spectrum, with one rating 

French as “very important” and the other as “not important”. Companies that deal solely 

through agents feel that French is of little importance and those using both an agent and 

dealing direct are more inclined toward the middle ground. While three of the firms dealing 

directly with France see knowledge of French language and culture as “very important” an 

equal number view it as “not important” or “not very important”. One of the participating 

firms commented that the importance of French “depends at which level of the value chain 

firms want to work. Importers and large businesses [in France] are set up to speak English, 

retailers, wholesalers etc are not.” 

 

Respondents from the Agriculture Food industry regard French language and culture as 

more important than those in the other industry sectors. Only one Agriculture Food 

company sees French as “not very important”, whereas four feel it is “very important”, one 

“important’ and three “quite important”. No firms in the Agriculture Related sector 

consider French “not important”, though three view it as “not very important”. For two 

others, it is “very important” and for two more “quite important”. The one Tourism 

company states that French is “important” for business. Generally, the Seafood companies 

do not seem to judge French as greatly important5 nor does the Manufacturing sector, with 

                                                           
5 It is interesting to contrast the attitudes of the two out of three Seafood companies that feel that French is not 
important with the views of Alastair Macfarlane, General Manager of Trade and Information at the New 
Zealand Seafood Industry Council. This organisation did not fill out a survey as it is not a trading company, 
but Mr Macfarlane communicated his views by letter and, later, by e-mail. He stated that in his view, “it is 
essential to communicate with the French market in French. That requires that any New Zealand company 
seriously interested in the market needs to have an in-house bilingual capacity.” He elaborated on this point in 
a subsequent e-mail: 
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all participants agreeing that French is “not important” or “not very important”. In the Hi-

Tech group there is little agreement amongst the participating firms, with all of the 

categories covered except “not very important”. 

 

Figure 49: Importance of French Language and Culture by 
Industry Type
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Two of the Hi-Tech companies provided lengthy explanations of their respective positions 

on the importance of French, illustrating two different approaches to the market. The first 

firm feels that the degree of importance of knowledge of French language and culture 

depends on the target market and industry. The respondent starts by recounting his 

experience in Quebec. “I spent time working in Quebec”, he wrote, “and two of our largest 

markets were France and Belgium, due in no small part to the cultural and linguistic 

similarities. However, the target market for us from Quebec was electrical installers and 
                                                                                                                                                                                 
 

The issue in my view is not whether it is possible to communicate with contacts in the 
French market in a language other than French. Clearly English is the cosmopolitan 
language of business. In a day-to-day sense one can communicate adequately in English. 
But in order to communicate effectively with customers, and especially when it comes to 
presenting products to final consumers, communicating in good French is essential. If 
customers are presented with otherwise similar products and one is presented in the 
customer’s language and the other is presented in English, I would lay odds that the local 
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distributors of electrical security products, people who typically had very limited English 

training.” 

 

He then contrasts this experience with the position of the New Zealand firm where he now 

works, stating: 

 

In our current industry it would be safe to say that the vast majority of our 

customers have enough English to conduct a business relationship. Also 

product decisions tend to be made more on technical grounds than anything 

else with the day-to-day logistics often being managed out of Asia [. . .]. 

Thanks to the dominance of the Americans in our industry and the global 

need for communication right around the world, English has been adopted as 

the de facto standard. It is important to know certain courtesies and cultural 

basics in your partner’s native tongue, but the details of business can 

generally be carried out in English. 

 

However, he added: 

 

If France were a target market for us with a large user base and good 

potential for growth, then I think it would be vitally important to have at 

least enough French to be able to conduct a simple conversation. From my 

experience most French companies are able to work in English out of need 

to do business with the USA, but they do not like it and will greatly warm to 

someone with even une petite peu Français (sic). It is often the effort more 

than the ability that is rewarded. 

 

In general, France is very much like New Zealand but with a much larger 

consumer base. To develop a long-term relationship with France it is 

important to be able to understand and appreciate the culture. In our specific 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
language version will sell first. I would say the same regardless of what the mother tongue 
language in any market is. 
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industry there is a much stronger requirement to develop close relationships 

with Asia and the USA. Any development we do in France would primarily 

be through an agent with whom we have a close relationship and who would 

act as our face in the market. 

 

The second firm, who has a much higher stake in the French market, sees that the key to 

success in France is approaching the market the French way. Though “Company 26” has 

been exporting to France for nearly twenty years via the intermediary of agents, three years 

ago they set up a subsidiary in Paris. They employed a direct sales force of mostly French 

nationals who are responsible for France and the Benelux countries. They have also 

employed a French-speaking European Marketing Manager who is based in New Zealand 

but regularly visits the market. She commented: 

 

In my opinion knowledge of French language and culture is very important 

for a New Zealand company selling to the French. The French are 

individualistic and like things done differently. They like suppliers to 

respond quickly and implement their market needs. If you are able to 

address them in their own language it makes them feel like you take them 

and their needs seriously. We gear our products up for the French market. I 

believe that you cannot treat the French market the American way. You 

must speak French. Having a subsidiary in Paris has given us direct access 

to the market. The disadvantage of dealing through agents is that the agent 

does not always concentrate on your products. By investing in the market we 

can make sure that we can take better care of our French customers. 

 

With around 700 employees, “Company 26” is a fairly large firm by New Zealand 

standards. As can be seen in figure 50, there are some links between company size and 

attitudes toward the importance of French language and culture. All firms with more than 

500 employees rate French knowledge as “very important” or “important”, though five 

small and medium size firms also give these same rankings. Of the six firms that perceive 

French language and culture as “quite important”, four are medium size companies with 
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between 100 and 400 employees and two are smaller firms. All four firms who feel that 

French is “not important” are small as are half of those that see French as “not very 

important”. The remaining firms that believe French to be “not very important” are medium 

size companies. The general trend, then, seems to be that larger companies view knowledge 

of French language and culture as more important to their business operations in France 

than do smaller and medium size firms. 

 

Figure 50: Importance of French Language and 
Culture vs Company Size
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While a few smaller firms are quite clear-cut in their assertions that knowledge of French 

language and culture is “essential”, more comments tend to focus on the ability of their 

French customers to speak English. One company concluded, “I am sure it [knowledge of 

French language and culture] would be beneficial but I have now been involved in the Meat 

Industry and Fruit Exporting to France and found that the French people with whom I deal 

all speak fluent English so it has not been a problem.” 

 

Not surprisingly, a company’s view on the importance of French language and culture 

bears a direct relationship to the number of situations in which they use French when 

communicating with their customers. Figure 51 illustrates the correlation between attitudes 
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and usages among the participating firms. The first thing to note is that the majority of the 

companies that rate French as “not important” or “not very important” use either no French 

or very little French in their business communications. However, four firms in this group 

use French in six situations out of a possible seventeen.  

 

The companies that see French language and culture as “quite important” are not so easily 

classified, displaying a range of usages from zero to sixteen. On average, this group uses 

French in six situations, corresponding to the average number of usages among the sample 

companies as a whole. As for the firms that rate French as “important” or “very important”, 

usage is generally more frequent, with firms using French in an average of eight situations. 

Companies can thus be seen to be justifying their own decisions and practices as good 

business practices. 

  

Figure 51: Importance of French Language and Culture vs 
Number of Situations in which French is Used by Company

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27
0
2
4
6
8
10
12
14
16
18

Importance of French 1 = VI, 5 = NI
Number of Situations in which French is Used by Company

 
 

Figure 52 shows that those firms with French-speaking employees, and those that use 

translators and interpreters in addition to their French-speaking staff, place most emphasis 

on the importance of dealing in French. Conversely, companies that deal through agents or 
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rely on their customers to translate for them, tend to perceive using French as relatively 

unimportant. Remarkably, two of the firms that use no French in business see knowledge of 

French language and culture as “quite important”, while for the other one it is “not very 

important”. There is no consistent pattern for firms dealing through translators and 

interpreters alone or in conjunction with agents. 

 

Figure 52: Importance of French Language and 
Culture by Methods of Using French
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Likewise, comparing experience in the French market with perceived importance of French 

does not reveal any strong trends. Some firms that have been in the French market for a 

long time view French language and culture as “very important” while others see it as 

“quite important” or “not very important”. None of the companies with twenty years’ or 

more experience see it as “not important”. There is a similar range of opinions among the 

firms new to the French market. “Company 6” with only six months’ experience sees 

French as “very important” whereas “Company 24” and “Company 27”, with one year’s 

experience each, view French as “quite important”. The firms that feel that French is “not 
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important” to their business needs have been trading with France for an average of nine and 

a half years. 

 

Figure 53: Years trading with France vs Importance of 
French Language and Culture
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In summary, the majority of New Zealand firms see knowledge of French language and 

culture as relatively important to their performance in the French market. Nevertheless, 

over a third (37%) of the companies surveyed feel it is of minor importance or not 

important at all, one suggesting, “It is not important to speak French. As far as culture goes, 

it is as important as for any foreign market.”  

 

Large firms with subsidiaries or offices in France or Europe and firms in the Agriculture 

Food industry tend to place the most value on linguistic and cultural matters. In contrast, 

smaller companies, especially those in the Manufacturing sector, view knowledge of 

French language and culture as least important. Similarly, firms in the Seafood industry do 

not place much emphasis on the importance of French. Smaller firms and those dealing 

through agents are inclined to rely on their French counterpart’s English language skills and 

therefore consider that speaking French themselves is of limited value. 
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The results show a strong correlation between a company’s attitude toward the importance 

of French and the amount of French the firm uses in the marketplace. Predictably, firms 

with French speaking staff rate the importance of knowledge of French language and 

culture more highly than those firms that rely on agents or translators and interpreters.  

 

6.3.3 New Zealand Companies’ Behaviour in the French 

Market: Extra-linguistic Factors 
 

In addition to questioning New Zealand companies on their attitudes to and use of the 

French language in business, the new millennium survey asked firms whether they had 

made any changes to their products for the French market and if they visited the market on 

a regular basis. These two issues serve to highlight firstly a firm’s willingness to adapt to 

the needs of the French market rather than taking a standardised “universalist” approach, 

and secondly the importance a firm places on building a relationship with its French buyers. 

According to the French business people who filled out the Sondage sur l’utilisation du 

langage non verbal dans les affaires en France (see Chapter 3), in addition to dealing in 

French and having good knowledge of French culture, adapting to and visiting the market 

are central to a New Zealand company achieving success in France. 

 

Figure 54: Companies that Made 
Changes to their Products for the French 

Market

Changes
56%

No Changes
44%
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Figure 54 reveals that 56% of New Zealand firms made changes to their products for the 

French market. This figure, while a slight majority, is quite low, perhaps because a number 

of the participating companies are involved in the agriculture sector where making changes 

to the product is not always practicable. One Hi-Tech company, however, explicitly stated, 

“When designing new products we take into consideration different markets’ needs.” 

 

In fact, as figure 55 illustrates, there is a fairly even distribution of firms making changes 

and firms making no changes to products among the different industry types. The exception 

is in the Seafood industry where all companies report having made changes to their 

product, particularly in the domain of packaging. The tourism firm claims to have designed 

its product specifically with the French market in mind. The owner said, “In order to be a 

good tour guide in New Zealand, you must first study about the country of origin of your 

clients in order to show them what is so different in New Zealand.” 

 

 
Figure 55: Changes to Product by 

Industry Type
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With the obvious exception of “Company 18”, an Agriculture Food company, most of the 

other firms that have not made changes to their products have been trading with France for 

less than ten years. The average number of years’ experience for the firms that have made 

changes is 16.1. 
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Figure 56: Years Trading with France vs Changes to 
Product
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 As figure 57 suggests, company size is not an important factor when it comes to making 

product changes for the French market. Both large and small companies make changes and 

vice versa. 

 

Figure 57: Changes to Products vs Company Size
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All companies that have a joint venture in France, or that deal direct and have an overseas 

office in France, have made changes to their products for the French market. Most firms 
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that only deal direct or only deal through agents have not made changes, though firms that 

deal direct as well as through an agent tend to make changes. Three of the five firms that 

have a subsidiary or overseas office in France have made adjustments to their products. 

 

Figure 58: Changes to Product by Method of 
Market Entry
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What is worth noting in figure 59 is that all of the firms that use no French have also made 

no changes to their product for the French market. This indicates a “universalist” outlook 

and a reluctance to adapt to the needs of a particular market on the part of those firms. 

Firms that have made changes show a tendency to use French in more situations, though 

some companies that make considerable use of French have not made changes to their 

product. 

 

Figure 59: Changes to Product vs Number of Situations in 
which French is Used
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The most obvious trend displayed in figure 60 is that companies that perceive knowledge of 

French language and culture as very important tend to make changes to their products. 

 

Figure 60: Changes to Product vs Importance 
of French Language and Culture
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Figure 61 shows an interesting relationship between changes to products and linguistic and 

cultural barriers. 64% of companies that claim to have experienced linguistic or cultural 

barriers in the French market have made changes to their product. On the other hand, 58% 

of companies that say they have faced no language or cultural barriers have made no 

changes to their product. Again this result may say something about the awareness and 

sensitivity to different market needs, linguistic, cultural or otherwise, of the companies in 

question rather than anything else.  

 

Figure 61: Changes to Product vs Experience 
of Linguistic / Cultural Barriers
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As far as visiting the market is concerned, the vast majority (89%) of New Zealand firms 

make business trips to France. One of the companies that does not visit France organises 

tours in New Zealand. The nature of the business means that it is a case of French clients 

coming to New Zealand rather than vice versa. The two other firms have something in 

common in that they both generally carry out business in English (one has a staff member 

who speaks “conversational French” and this person occasionally uses French with French 

customers). While one firm has made changes to its packaging for the French market, the 

other has not. This firm, “Company 3”, also reports being dissatisfied with its performance 

in France. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27

S1

Sample Companies

 1 = Yes 
0 = No

Figure 62: Visiting the French Market

 
 

While most companies do make the effort to meet their French counterparts, not all of them 

go on a regular basis. As can be seen in figure 63, 21% of the companies that visit the 

market only go sporadically. Some go once every two years, others once every 6 years or 

so. However, over a third of the surveyed companies visit France annually and some go 

biannually. Another 21% visit more often, between 3 and 17 times a year. Most of these 

firms have subsidiaries or overseas offices in France or other European countries and it is 

often staff from these offices that visit rather than personnel from the New Zealand head 

office. However, one company that has a European office stated, “We do make a point of 

visiting the market to feel the culture and try to see the world through their eyes (French 

customers) as much as possible. We will have at least two different people from New 

Zealand in the market each year.” 

  - 231  
 
 



  

 

Figure 63: Frequency of Visits to the French Market

0.15

1

2

0.5

17

1

2

6

0.15

3
2

5

1 1

0.5

1

2

4

1 1 1

0.5

4

1

0.1

1

10

100

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27

Companies

N
um

be
r o

f v
is

its
 p

er
 y

ea
r

 
 

It would seem that most New Zealand firms see that visiting the market and building 

relationships with their French clients are key factors to success in France. One company 

commented, “We visit the market often, about three or four times a year. There is a lot of 

exchange on different levels. Marketing teams and product developers also go to the market 

fairly often. We visit our subsidiary and then our French customers with the staff from our 

subsidiary.” Another asserted, “The secret to success in France is having good personal 

contacts and creating relationships. If you can have a laugh and can look after them it will 

be fruitful.” 

 

On the other hand, fewer companies demonstrate a readiness to adapt to the different needs 

of the French market by making product adjustments. Just over half the firms surveyed 

report having made changes to their products. It would appear that a lack of linguistic and 

cultural sensitivity coincides with a disinclination to make product changes. 
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6.3.4 New Zealand Companies in the French Market: Satisfied 

or Not?  
 

The new millennium survey shows a high rate of satisfaction with performance in France 

among the participant companies. Only five out of the twenty-seven respondents, or 18.5%, 

report that their trade relations with France are not satisfactory. Do these firms have 

something in common? 

 

Figure 64: Satisfaction with Performance vs Importance of 
French Language and Culture
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One of the firms that rate knowledge of French language and culture as “not important”, 

“Company 3”, is currently dissatisfied with its performance in the French market. Another 

firm that feels French is “not very important”, “Company 25”, is also unhappy with its 

business relations in France. The three other firms that express dissatisfaction with their 

performance see French as “quite important”. 
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There is some correlation between a lack of satisfaction with performance in the French 

market and little or no use of French. Figure 65 indicates that two of the five firms that are 

not satisfied use no French with their French customers. One uses French in only 2 

situations (both written) and the two remaining firms use more French, in eight and six 

situations respectively.  

 

Figure 65: Number of Situations in which French 
is Used vs Satisfaction with Performance
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As figure 66 indicates, experience in the market does not automatically mean satisfaction 

with performance. One firm, “Company 11”, has been trading with France for thirty years 

yet feels unhappy with its performance. The four other dissatisfied companies have been in 

the market between five and twelve years. None of the very new firms to the market feel 

displeased with their performance, nor do any of the other firms with more than twenty 

years’ experience.  
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Figure 66: Satisfaction with Performance vs Years Trading 
with France
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As far as company size is concerned, three of the firms that are not satisfied are small 

companies, while the other two are medium size companies. None of the large 

multinational firms are dissatisfied with their performance in the French market. 

 

Figure 67: Satisfaction with Performance vs 
Company Size
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Figure 68 shows that three of the dissatisfied firms are in the Agriculture Related sector. 

One of these companies admitted that its lack of satisfaction is related to “how much effort 
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is put in.” The person who responded to the survey was adamant that speaking good French 

was not very important for business. He said, “If I drink enough champagne, I can speak 

enough French to get away with it.” The other firms that are unhappy with their 

performance in France are in the Manufacturing and Hi-Tech sectors. None of the 

companies in the Agriculture Food, Seafood or Tourism sectors are displeased with their 

business achievements in France. 

 

Figure 68: Satisfaction with Performance by 
Industry
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All of the companies that are not satisfied in France deal via an agent. One deals through an 

agent alone, the other four use an agent and deal direct. The firms using other methods of 

market entry are all satisfied with their performance. 

 

Figure 69: Satisfaction with Performance by Method 
of Market Entry
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Interestingly, in all but one case, the firms that are not satisfied with their performance in 

France have not made changes to their products. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27

Figure 70: Satisfaction with Performance vs Changes to 
Product
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Figure 71 reveals that one company that is unhappy with its French performance does not 

visit the market. Another visits “rarely”. The other three go to France on a more regular 

basis, from once every two years up to six times a year. Visiting the market, then, would 

not appear to be a guarantee of satisfaction. 

 

Figure 71: Satisfaction with Performance vs Frequency of 
Visits to the French Market
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Table 3 summarises the characteristics of the New Zealand companies that are not satisfied 

with their performance in the French market. While the five companies in question differ 

on a number of points, there are some similarities. For instance, the companies tend to be 

small or medium size firms, in the Agriculture Related industry, and they deal through an 

agent or go direct. Most firms visit the market but do not make changes to their products 

and two firms use no French at all in their business dealings with France. None of the firms 

feel that knowledge of French language and culture is “very important” or “important” to 

success, yet three out of five confess to having encountered linguistic or cultural barriers. 

 

Table 3: Characteristics of New Zealand Companies Not Satisfied with Their 

Performance in the French Market 

 1 2 3 4 5 

Years trading 7 30 10 5 12 

Staff numbers 50 400 350 30 20 

Industry Manuf AgRelated Hi-Tech AgRelated AgRelated 

Changes to 

product 

No Yes No No No 

Market entry Agent Dir + 

Agent 

Dir + 

Agent 

Dir + 

Agent 

Dir + 

Agent 

Visit market No Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Frequency of visits 0 6 x per 

year 

Rarely 1 x per 

year 

1 x per 2 

years 

Linguistic/Cultural 

barriers 

No Yes Yes Yes No 

Importance of 

French 

NI QI QI QI NVI 

Number of 

situations French 

used 

0 8 2 0 6 
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6.4 Discussion and Conclusion  
 

At first glance, the new millennium survey results appear to indicate that New Zealand 

companies that export to France are moving out of the universal sphere and into that of the 

singular. There seems to have been a steady progression in the use of foreign languages 

since the first Massey University survey in 1966. In 2002, around 74% of the surveyed 

firms claim to use French in business, a massive leap from the 10% that used foreign 

languages in the mid 1960s. While this figure is outwardly impressive, a more detailed 

analysis reveals that it is a little deceptive. In fact, while it is certain that some New 

Zealand companies are truly embracing the singular in the use of French in a consistent 

way in the French market, the majority are still relying on English to carry out their day-to-

day business with their French clients. 

 

As far as the usages of French in business are concerned, for instance, the only situations in 

which the majority of firms use French are in labels and lettered packaging (63%) and 

instructions for use (56%). As this is a European Union requirement, it is surprising that 

these figures are not higher. Though improvements are registered in areas such as 

correspondence and direct oral communication in general, the fact remains that most firms 

carry out their business communications, written and oral, in English. In addition, 81% of 

the participating firms have their web site in English only. Overall, out of a possible 

seventeen situations in which companies could use the French language, the New Zealand 

firms surveyed use it in an average of six. 

 

Of the firms that tend to use more French, most are larger companies in the Agriculture 

Food or Hi-Tech industries and many deal through subsidiaries or overseas offices in 

France or Europe. These firms also tend to feel that knowledge of French language and 

culture is important to their business performance. The firms that use the least French are 

smaller companies, often in the manufacturing industry, that usually deal through agents or 

go direct and via agents. Small and medium size firms also show a tendency to be ignorant 

of language and cultural barriers. There is a clear link between attitudes toward the use of 
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French and actual usages as these same firms believe that knowledge of French language 

and culture is of minor importance in the French market. 

 

In 1992 80% of the companies that took part in Noel Watts’ survey regarded French as 

important. While the results for this survey are not as categorical, French is still seen as 

relatively important by the majority of the participating firms. Companies that have their 

own French speaking staff, either in New Zealand or, more often, in overseas offices or 

subsidiaries, and companies that hire translators and interpreters as well as using their own 

French speaking staff to handle their business communications in French, view French as 

most important. One third of companies, however, feel that French is unimportant to their 

business. These firms are more likely to rely on their agents or even their customers to 

carry out any French language requirements. 

 

Many small and medium size companies demonstrate a degree of relief that their French 

customers are able to speak English. They see themselves as fortunate in not having to 

worry about dealing in French as “all French buyers speak English and correspond in 

English.” For a number of these firms, English is considered the “de facto” language of 

business and thus acts as a type of security blanket. If they see that their customers can 

operate in English then speaking French cannot be important. It would appear that the 

possible advantage of adapting to the market by using the customers’ language has not 

occurred to this group of “universalists”.  

 

Moreover, it appears that quite a few companies are prepared to pay lip service only to the 

concept of dealing in the customer’s language. One company, though suggesting that 

making an effort to speak a little French is worthwhile, sums up the rather superficial 

efforts of a number of the surveyed firms, “The French can be very stubborn about people 

who do not speak French. We have been very lucky with the people that we have had 

contact with [as they speak English], but can easily imagine that it could be difficult for 

others trying to gain footholds speaking only English. Travel tip: if you at least try to 

communicate in French you will probably find a lot of them will speak English to you. If 

you take an American ‘everybody should speak my lingo’ attitude then you probably will 
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not find a person in the country who can speak English. Never tell them that you are from 

England otherwise you will have no chance of getting anything out of them.” This type of 

superficiality, and foray into the realm of stereotypes, denotes unwillingness on the part of 

many of the surveyed firms to make a serious effort in the French market, whether by 

adapting products or carrying out business in French. Only a few large firms have truly 

invested in the French market by making a commitment to do things the “French way”. 

 

What is more, there is an inherent belief among some firms that New Zealanders are 

somehow special or at least different from other Anglophones. This means that even if New 

Zealanders communicate only in English, the French will not take this as badly as they 

would if they were dealing with an American or British firm. It was noted by one company, 

“New Zealanders have a certain affinity to the French and are well liked. A French person 

speaking to a non French-speaking New Zealander will be a lot more tolerant in 

comparison to other nationalities.” While there may be some truth in this assertion, there is 

also a degree of cultural arrogance and naivety. Other statements like, “We do not 

experience language or cultural barriers because everyone in Toulouse wants to talk rugby” 

echo this naivety and ignorance of linguistic and cultural issues in business. At some point 

the goodwill shown by the customers who are constantly making an effort in the seller’s 

language may diminish and New Zealand exporters who cling to an exclusively 

“universalist” Anglophone outlook could lose business. 

 

Aside from linguistic matters, the new millennium survey shows that most New Zealand 

firms are making business trips to France, some very frequently, though these are mostly 

firms with subsidiaries or offices in Europe. Quite a few companies visit the market 

annually while some go rather less frequently. This is a positive development, showing an 

understanding of one of the important elements of achieving success in France, namely 

building a long-term business relationship with one’s customers.  

 

In contrast, just over half of the firms that took part in the survey claim to have made 

changes to their products for the French market. Firms most likely to make changes are 

those that see using the French language as important and those with a joint venture in 
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France or that deal direct and through an overseas office. On the other hand, those dealing 

direct and via an agent are least likely to make product adjustments. All companies that do 

not use French in business have not made changes to their products either, indicating a 

standardised outlook and a resistance to the singular. There is some evidence, however, that 

companies that do not place much importance on linguistic adaptation (take the Seafood 

industry, for example) yet do make changes to their products may operate successfully in 

the French market and vice versa. It would seem, then, that some effort toward market 

adaptation does pay off.  

 

Overall, 81.5% of the participating firms expressed satisfaction with their performance in 

France. While this is certainly a good sign, and is perhaps indicative of the growth in the 

use of French in business, it is purely a subjective judgement. As enquiries concerning 

“commercially sensitive” information such as company turnover were eliminated from the 

second survey that was sent out to New Zealand companies, “success” cannot be measured 

in dollar terms. Firms also tended to respond to the question on satisfaction with their 

performance with a yes or no answer, simplifying the findings somewhat. Different, and 

perhaps more informative, results may have been obtained with a provision of a set of pre-

determined scaled answers, for example “very satisfied”, “satisfied”, “not very satisfied”, 

“dissatisfied”. Let us not forget too that the sample included only just under half of the 

solicited companies. Those that did not reply remain the unknown quantity, the “silent 

voices” whose attitudes and behaviour in the French market, along with their level of 

satisfaction, will never be known. Chances are that those who replied are firms with the 

highest level of interest in the role of language and culture in business and possibly those 

happiest with their performance in France.  

 

There are a number of key variables shared by the surveyed companies that are not satisfied 

with their performance in the French market. It is therefore possible to develop a tendency 

analysis for companies most likely to feel dissatisfied when dealing with French customers. 

Those most likely to express dissatisfaction, then, are small and medium size companies 

dealing either direct or direct and via an agent, firms that do not use the French language 
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much in their business communications and companies that do not make changes to their 

products.  

 

One point that requires further comment is that companies relying on agents, whether alone 

or in conjunction with direct sales, are less likely to use French and less likely to see the 

importance of using the customer’s language. They are also less likely to make changes to 

their products for the French market. Interestingly, they are more likely to feel disappointed 

with their performance in France. While using an agent may at first seem an easy way to 

circumvent linguistic and cultural barriers in the French market,6 the risks may outweigh 

the convenience. As one firm pointed out, agents do “not always concentrate on your 

products”. What is more, there is always the possibility of language and cultural barriers 

interfering with the Anglophone firm’s relationship with its agent.  

 

To sum up, the results of the new millennium survey point to an increasing awareness of 

the important role played by language and culture in business relations with France. They 

show a discernable shift in both behaviour and attitudes when compared to the results of the 

Massey University studies. Nevertheless, it cannot be said that New Zealand firms have left 

universalist ideals behind; indeed many remain firmly attached to monolingualism, with the 

majority of business communications still being carried out in English. New Zealand firms 

have lifted their performance in the linguistic arena since the 1960s; they have had to in 

order to survive in the competitive international marketplace. However, there is plenty of 

room for improvement, especially among small and medium size companies. Watts’ 

conclusion to his 1992 survey, “there is still scope for greater use of French” (Watts 1992, 

23), appears equally as relevant today as it was then.  

 

Having investigated the attitudes to and use of French among New Zealand firms operating 

in the French market, we shall now explore the “other” side. Chapter 7 examines the 

opinions of some of the French customers of New Zealand exporters with a view to 

                                                           
6 “For those companies” writes Colin Gordon, “lacking expertise in both French and the French market, the 
use of an agent (agent commercial) will be seen to overcome linguistic, cultural and other barriers” Gordon, 
The Business Culture in France  159..  
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understanding to what extent competence in French language and culture is a critical 

success factor for New Zealand firms doing business in France. 
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Chapter 7 

 

Views from the “Other” Side: French Reactions to the 

Linguistic and Cultural Efforts of their New Zealand Trading 

Partners in the French Market 

 

“[. . .] si celui dont j’étudie la langue ne respecte pas la mienne, parler sa langue cesse 

d’être un geste d’ouverture, il devient un acte d’allégeance et de soumission.” 

Amin Maalouf1

 

7.1 Introduction 
 

In his book Les Identités meurtrières, Lebanese and Francophone writer Amin Maalouf 

describes the hostile reactions of many of his French friends and acquaintances toward 

globalisation. Maalouf explains: 

 

C’est que la mondialisation apparaît aujourd’hui à leurs yeux synonyme 

d’américanisation ; ils se demandent quelle place aura demain la France 

dans ce monde en voie d’uniformisation accélérée, que vont devenir sa 

langue, sa culture, son prestige, son rayonnement, son mode de vie ; ils 

s’irritent lorsqu’un fast food s’installe dans leur quartier, pestent contre 

                                                           
1 Amin Maalouf, Les Identités Meurtrières (Paris: Grasset, 1998) 53. My translation: “If the person whose 
language I am studying does not respect my language, then speaking his language is no longer a gesture of 
openness, but becomes, rather, an act of subservience and submission.” 
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Hollywood, CNN, Disney et Microsoft, et pourchassent dans les journaux la 

moindre tournure suspecte d’anglicisme (Maalouf 1998, 86).2 3

 

For these and many other French people, the root of the problem lies in the resentment they 

feel “face à l’avancée continuelle de l’anglais” (Maalouf 1998, 157).4 Maalouf argues that 

of all things that serve as markers of identity, language is one of the most determining 

(Maalouf 1998, 152).5 While believing that English is necessary for global communication 

today, he also claims that it is not sufficient, as it does not meet people’s need for a 

language of identity.6 He asserts: 
 

Il est essentiel que soit établi clairement, sans la moindre ambiguïté, et que 

soit surveillé sans relâche le droit de tout homme à conserver sa langue 

identitaire, et à s’en servir librement (Maalouf 1998, 155).7

 

Maalouf reminds us that though English serves as a language of identity for the English, the 

Americans and a few other Anglophone nations, for the rest of humanity, around nine-

tenths of the world population, it cannot play this role, and would be dangerous if it did, 

unless we wanted to create “des légions d’êtres désaxés, égarés, à la personnalité distordue” 

(Maalouf 1998, 159).8 If a person is to feel at ease in today’s world, he continues, “il est 

                                                           
2 My translation: The fact is that to them globalisation seems today synonymous with Americanisation. They 
wonder what place France will have tomorrow in a world that is rapidly becoming standardised, what will 
become of France’s language, culture, prestige, influence, and way of life. They get annoyed when a fast food 
restaurant opens in their neighbourhood, they rail against Hollywood, CNN, Disney and Microsoft and hunt 
down words or phrases in newspapers that even vaguely resemble English constructions.”  
3 According to Robert Phillipson, in order to combat the expansion of English “some European states 
(particularly Norway, which is not a EU member, and France) are actively concerned with limiting the impact 
of McDonaldization on their cultures and languages.” Phillipson, "Political Science,", 97. In an earlier 
publication, Phillipson cites a 1986 study carried out by the Haut Conseil de la Francophonie which finds that 
the worldwide extension of English is “the imposition of linguistic uniformity which is intellectually and 
spiritually cramping and a threat to cultural and creative values.” Phillipson, Linguistic Imperialism  36. 
4 My translation: “faced with the continual advance of English.” 
5 For a discussion and series of articles on language as a marker of identity, see: Joshua A. Fishman, ed., 
Handbook of Language and Ethnic Identity (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999). 
6 In his book on language death, David Crystal argues strongly for the salvation of all languages. One of the 
reasons he puts forward for this is that languages express identity. “Ultimately,” he writes, “to make sense of 
a community’s identity, we need to look at its language.” Crystal, Language Death  39. 
7 My translation: “The right every person has to conserve his language of identity and to use it freely must be 
clearly and without the slightest ambiguity established and monitored unremittingly.” 
8 My translation: “legions of unbalanced, distraught beings with distorted personalities.” 
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essentiel qu’elle ne soit pas obligée, pour y pénétrer, d’abandonner sa langue identitaire” 

(Maalouf 1998, 159).9

 

Yet Maalouf does not support monolingualism or even bilingualism. His vision for the 

future of Europe is multilingual, whereby all Europeans should retain their language of 

identity, have English as a third language and learn a second language that they choose 

themselves, what he terms “la langue de cœur, la langue adoptive, la langue épousée, la 

langue aimée…” (Maalouf 1998, 162).10 This language should be learned at school as the 

main foreign language. In this way, bitter language conflicts may be avoided, as, instead of 

relations between European countries being carried out exclusively in English, French-

speaking Germans will deal with German-speaking French people and Spanish-speaking 

Italians will conduct business with Italian-speaking Spaniards and so on. “Il suffirait d’un 

peu de bon sens, d’un peu de lucidité, d’un peu de volonté” he writes, “pour que les 

courants d’échanges, commerciaux, culturels et autres, soient principalement aux mains de 

ceux qui portent au partenaire un intérêt particulier, et qui l’ont démontré par un 

engagement culturel significatif – en épousant sa langue d’identitaire ; eux seuls peuvent 

aller beaucoup plus loin dans la relation” (Maalouf 1998, 163).11  

 

In the business world, this type of singularity or cultural adaptation has some support. 

Richard Gesteland (Gesteland 1999), Edward T. and Mildred Reed Hall (Hall and Hall 

1990) and Robin Walden (Walden 1998) for instance, argue that adapting oneself and 

dealing in the buyer’s language is the key to success in foreign markets. However, other 

international business writers like Charles Hill (Hill 2000) and Roger Axtell (Axtell 1989) 

stand by universalism and standardisation, asserting that English is the only language 

required in the business arena.  

 
                                                           
9 My translation: “it is essential that he or she is not forced to abandon his or her language of identity in order 
to gain access to it.” 
10 My translation: “the language of the heart, the adopted language, the language one marries, the language 
one loves…” 
11 My translation: “It would only require a bit of common sense, lucidity and willingness for commercial, 
cultural and other exchanges to be mainly in the hands of those who are particularly interested in their partner, 
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As yet, most New Zealand exporters to France have not demonstrated the sort of devotion 

to adopting the language of their buyers advocated by Maalouf. Despite a general increase 

in the use of French, the new millennium survey results show that most New Zealand firms 

tend to rely on using English with their French customers in the majority of business 

contexts. Knowledge of French language and culture is perceived as relatively important 

for success in the French market by many firms, though others are still dismissive and 

champion English as the language of business. Just how far New Zealand firms should go 

in adapting to the French market, in the opinion of these New Zealand companies, is 

debatable.  

 

Counterposing the substantive data gathered on the attitudes of New Zealand firms toward 

the role of French language and culture in business with the viewpoint of the other side, the 

French, therefore seems a useful exercise. Under ideal circumstances, the perspectives of 

the New Zealand firms could have been examined in terms of established French analysis. 

Unfortunately, no such body of data appears to exist. Given both the absence of French data 

and the impossibility of conducting substantive new research from New Zealand on France, 

such an undertaking being beyond the scope of this thesis, it was deemed most useful to 

present an arbitrary sample of French commentaries to try to illustrate the obverse opinion 

and give greater context to the New Zealand findings. 

 
Chapter 7, then, reports on the results of research that was undertaken on a group of French 

clients of New Zealand firms. These French buyers were asked for their reactions to the 

current state of business communications between themselves and their suppliers. Are they 

happy with the status of English as the language of communication or would they prefer to 

use French? Do they consider that knowledge of French language and culture is essential 

for a New Zealand company doing business in France? To what extent is using the 

customer’s language, in this case French, a critical success factor for the New Zealand firm 

exporting to France? 

 
                                                                                                                                                                                 
and who have shown this by their significant cultural commitment, that is ‘marrying’ their partner’s language 
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7.2 The Study 
 

In order to best elicit meaningful answers to these and other relevant questions, it was 

decided to undertake a small interview-based survey of a specific group of French clients of 

New Zealand exporters. A sample population of fifty French companies that had at some 

time bought New Zealand products was identified from information obtained at the 

Chambre de Commerce et d’Industrie de Paris in January 2002. Due to time constraints, 
only one interview was in fact conducted in France. Upon my return to New Zealand the 
list of questions was sent by e-mail or faxed to the remainder of the potential interviewees 

for them to fill out.12  

 

Of the 49 questionnaires sent out, 14 were returned and 10 were completed. Three French 

companies stated that they did not have a business relationship with a New Zealand firm 

and therefore could not answer the questions while another indicated that it had no time to 

respond. In all, including the company interviewed in France, this constituted a small and 

somewhat arbitrary sample of 11. However, as the focus of this study is mainly on the 

qualitative, on the feelings, reactions and attitudes of French buyers of New Zealand 

products, having large quatities of data is not, ultimately, the most important outcome. 

More important, perhaps, is listening to what the “Other” is saying and gathering enough 

information to gain some insight into the mood and outlook of French business people, in 

contrast to their New Zealand suppliers, in this so-called global era. Thus, like case study 

research where the investigator’s “goal is to expand and generalize theories (analytic 

generalization)”, the information gathered from the French firms is “generalizable to 

theoretical propositions” rather than to “populations or universes” (Yin 1994, 10).  
 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
of identity. They alone can develop the relationship further.” 
12 See Appendix IX for the Questionnaire pour les clients français des entreprises exportatrices néo-
zélandaises. The covering letter that accompanied the mailed questionnaires is reproduced in Appendix X. 
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7.2.1 The Participants 
 

The 11 companies that took part in the survey fall into 5 industry types: Agriculture 

Related, Manufacturing, Seafood, Hi-Tech and Biotechnology. While there were no replies 

from firms importing agricultural food items such as meat or fruit, the other main industry 

types, in terms of New Zealand’s exports to France, are represented in this sample. The lack 

of replies from meat and fruit importers is not too surprising as a number of New Zealand 

Agriculture Food exporters have offices or subsidiaries in France or other European 

countries and often have their own distribution networks.  

 

Figure 72: Industry Types

Ag Related

Manufacturing

Bio-Tech

Hi-Tech

Seafood

 
 
No information concerning company size is available for 4 of the firms (Companies 2, 5, 10 

and 11). The other companies range in size from 186 employees to one employee. Most of 

the participating firms, then, are small to medium size companies, as were the majority of 

New Zealand firms that took part in the new millennium survey. 
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Figure 73: Company Size
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As was also the case with the new millennium survey, French firms display a range of 

experience dealing with their New Zealand suppliers. The longest relationship is of 30 

years and the shortest is of 4 years. Two companies (2 and 7) did not indicate how long 

they had been doing business with their New Zealand supplier. 
 

Figure 74: Years Dealing with the New 
Zealand Supplier
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While the sample is arbitrary, it does represent a diverse group of industry types, company 

sizes and years of experience dealing with New Zealand suppliers. In this way, it is perhaps 

sufficient to demonstrate attitudinal trends among the participants and throw some light on 
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the proposition that knowledge of French language and culture is important for a New 

Zealand exporter to achieve success in the French market. 

 

7.3 Results 
 

The results of the French buyers’ survey are presented in a question-by-question format, 

allowing comparison and contrast across participants and the exposure of any particular 

trends. The questions focus on how the business relationship started, visits to the French 

buyer, the use of French in business, language preferences of the buyer, language and 

cultural barriers, advice to New Zealand suppliers, the importance of knowledge of French 

language and culture for the New Zealand firm selling to the French and the effect of the 
European Union on the use of French in business. The respondents’ answers are also 

compared with findings from the new millennium survey (Chapter 6), the Sondage sur 

l’utilisation du langage non verbal dans les affaires en France (Chapter 3)13 and 

information available in the international business literature. 

 

7.3.1 New Zealand’s Linguistic and Cultural Performance in 

the French Market as Seen Through French Eyes 
 

7.3.1.1 First Contacts 

 
Interested in finding out about how relationships are formed and whether New Zealand 

firms have been proactive in seeking buyers for their products in the French market or not, I 

asked the participating French firms how their business relationship with their New 

Zealand supplier began.  

 

                                                           
13 Hereafter referred to as the “Sondage non verbal”. 
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Of the 8 companies that answered this question, two were contacted directly by their 

current New Zealand supplier. Company 11, a manufacturing firm, stated, “C’était 

Monsieur X (le fournisseur néo-zélandais) qui a pris contact avec nous. Il nous a envoyé 

des échantillons. Ils étaient bons donc nous avons commencé notre relation d’affaires avec 

lui.”14 Company 9, another manufacturing firm, explained, “Suite à des problèmes de 

distribution avec un fournisseur néo-zélandais avec qui nous étions en affaire depuis 7 ans, 

nous avons été contactés par ce nouveau distributeur qui commercialise un produit 

exactement concurrent.”15

 
Two other firms, however, initiated the business relationship themselves, making first 

contact with their New Zealand supplier. “Il y a environ 30 ans”, wrote Company 5, “nous 

avons contacté la société X pour vendre des peaux de Nouvelle-Zélande.”16 For Company 

4, a distributor of freeze-dried marine products, it was also a question of locating a supplier 

of a specific product.  

 

Yet, the most common way for business relationships to start among this group of French 

buyers and their New Zealand suppliers was through a third party. This third party may be a 

government agency, such as “le service français du commerce extérieur”17 that put 

Company 3, a biotechnology firm, in touch with its New Zealand supplier, or a private 

sector organisation. Company 8, in the horticulture business, for instance said, “Nous avons 

été mis en relation par la société GIREX regroupant des sociétés de services et des 

importateurs.”18 For manufacturing company 6, it was thanks to the previous French 

distributor (who was going out of business) of their New Zealand supplier that they were 

                                                           
14 All translations of comments made by the French firms are my own. Translation: “It was Mr X (the New 
Zealand supplier) who got in touch with us. He sent us some samples. They were good so we started our 
business relationship with him.” 
15 Translation: “After experiencing some distribution problems with a New Zealand supplier with whom we 
had been dealing for 7 years, we were contacted by this new supplier who markets an identical product.” 
16 Translation: “About 30 years ago we contacted Company X to sell New Zealand hides and skins.” 
17 Translation: “French Trade Commission.” 
18 Translation: “We were put in touch with each other by GIREX, a company that pairs up service companies 
and importers.” 
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retained as the new French distributor, while Company 10, another manufacturing firm, 

simply stated that they were “mise en relation par une tierce personne.”19

 

The fact that more companies were introduced to their New Zealand suppliers through 

intermediaries highlights the role contacts and networking play in French business. 

According to International Negotiations expert, Guy Deloffre, in France “[c]haque individu 

s’intègre dans un réseau de relations, de services, d’obligations mutuelles qui le lie à ses 

proches” (Deloffre 1999, 118).20 Richard Gesteland points out how foreign firms might 

best exploit this system. He writes: 

 

Connections count heavily in this market. Trade shows and official trade 

promotion missions are good ways to make initial contact. The alternative is 

to arrange for a formal introduction to potential customers, distributors or 

partners. Ask your country’s embassy to introduce you. Other useful 

intermediaries are chambers of commerce, trade associations and 

international banks, law and accounting firms. But don’t overlook that golf 

buddy or neighbor of yours whose company has a big office in Paris! 

(Gesteland 1999, 203-04). 

 

While only 24% of the French people surveyed in the Sondage non verbal agreed that 

formal introductions through an embassy were a good way to meet clients, all concurred 

that French business works through networks and personal contacts. And some of the 

participants of the new millennium survey were also aware of this particularity of French 

business.  

 

Although most of the New Zealand suppliers of the surveyed French firms did not take a 

directly proactive approach to the market, their use of a third party shows initiative and an 

understanding of French business protocol. Creating networks in the French market, 

                                                           
19 Translation: “put in touch by a third person.” 
20 Translation: “Each individual is part of a network of relations, services and mutual obligations that tie him 
to those in his entourage.” 
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whether through Trade New Zealand in Paris, Chambers of Commerce, private 

organisations or personal contacts, is thus recommended for New Zealand exporters 

wanting to sell to the French. 

 

7.3.1.2 Visiting the French Market 
 

While not viewed as essential, some of the participants in the Sondage non verbal advised 

that New Zealand firms doing business with France should visit the market regularly. The 

majority of New Zealand companies that took part in the new millennium survey did, in 

fact, visit the market, though not all on a regular basis. These visits were not, however, 

guarantees of success or satisfaction among the New Zealand firms surveyed. The next 

questions that the French buyers were asked centred around their suppliers’ business trips 

and their reactions to these visits. 

 

Figure 75: Does Your New Zealand 
Supplier Visit You Often?

Yes
46%

No
45%

No Response
9%

 
 
Figure 75 shows that half of the French firms are visited regularly by their New Zealand 

suppliers and half are not. The frequency of the visits is illustrated in figure 76. One firm 

receives visitors from its New Zealand supplier twice a year, three companies are visited 
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annually and one company has had one visit in six years. The other five companies that 

answered this question have not had any visits from their New Zealand supplier. 
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Figure 76: Frequency of Suppliers' Visits 
to French Customers

 
 
The majority of French firms are satisfied with the frequency of their supplier’s visits. One 

firm that did not receive visits from the New Zealand supplier noted, “En fait, on n’a pas 

vraiment besoin de le rencontrer. C’est un bon fournisseur. Il a de bons produits et on 

connaît la qualité de ses produits donc on n’a pas besoin de le voir.”21 On the other hand, a 

dissatisfied French buyer stated, “C’est peu” but conceded, “cependant notre chiffre 

d’affaires avec X ne justifie peut-être pas des visites plus fréquentes.”22 The other 

respondents, both satisfied and dissatisfied, did not offer any further comments. 

 

Figure 77: Satisfaction with Frequency of 
Visits

Satisfied
55%

Not 
Satisfied

18%

No Opinion
27%

 
                                                           
21 Translation: “In fact, we do not really need to meet him. He is a good supplier. He has good products and 
we know the quality of his products so we do not really need to see him.”  
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These findings appear to corroborate the results of the Sondage non verbal and the new 

millennium survey whereby visiting the market is seen as advantageous for most exporters 

so long as the visits are regular – one visit per year would seem a reasonable frequency.  

 

7.3.1.3 Language of Communication 

 

As the focus of this investigation is to discover how French clients of New Zealand 

exporters feel about the language (French or English) used in business communications, 

they were next asked about their supplier’s use of French and their reactions to this usage. 

 

Figure 78: Language Used When 
Supplier Visits
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Figure 78 shows that without exception English is the language of communication for face-

to-face meetings between the surveyed French firms and their New Zealand suppliers. 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
22 Translation: “It is little (i.e. infrequent), however perhaps our trade figures with X do not justify more 
frequent visits.” 
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None of these firms report the use of interpreters during these visits. Moreover, as figure 79 

illustrates, only three companies indicated that their New Zealand supplier used French in 

any other business communications. Despite the new millennium survey pointing to an 

apparent growth in the use of French in oral communications among New Zealand 

exporters, none of the suppliers of these French buyers use spoken French.  

 

Figure 79: Does Your New Zealand Supplier Use 
French in Any Business Communications?

Yes
27%

No
64%

No Response
9%

 
 
However, three New Zealand suppliers use written French. As was the case in the new 

millennium survey, the most frequent use of French is in labels and lettered packaging, 

followed by instructions for use and advertising. Company 2 commented, “notre 

fournisseur néo-zélandais n’utilise le français que sur les documents techniques destinés à 

nos clients avec les autres langues de l’Union Européenne (publicité, mode d’emploi, 

étiquettes/conditionnement).”23 One New Zealand firm supplies price lists in French and 

one has a web site in French. 

 

                                                           
23 Translation: “Our New Zealand supplier only uses French in technical documents intended for our 
customers along with the other European Union languages (advertising, instructions for use, 
labels/packaging).” 
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Figure 80: New Zealand Suppliers' Use of French
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Overall, the results show that the vast majority of communication between the New 

Zealand suppliers and their French buyers is carried out in English. How do the French 

buyers view this current linguistic state of affairs? While some respondents declined to 

comment on their language preferences, 4 others declared that they would prefer it if their 

New Zealand supplier used more French in their business communications, companies 3 

and 6 asserting, “nous préférerions qu’il utilise plus de français.”24 Company 10 was quite 

direct, stating that it would prefer “utiliser le français tout le temps” or at least “utiliser plus 

de français”.25 And the respondent from Company 11 confessed, “Je préférerais qu’il utilise 

plus de français, surtout pour les commandes parce que c’est moi qui m’en occupe et je ne 

parle pas très bien anglais.”26  

 

                                                           
24 Translation: “We would prefer it if he used more French.” 
25 Translation: “Use French all the time” or at least “use more French”. 
26 Translation: “I would prefer it if he used more French, especially for orders as I look after them and I do not 
speak very good English.” 
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Figure 81: French Companies' Preferences Regarding 
Current State of Affairs

 
 
On the other hand, while none of the surveyed companies advocated using more English in 

their business communications, 3 French companies supported maintaining the linguistic 

status quo, including Company 2 whose New Zealand supplier uses French in a few written 

situations. The two other firms, however, deal with suppliers that use only English. 

Although saying that they do not mind using English, their comments reveal a hint of 

resignation and show that in their case it is the buyer, rather than the seller, that is doing 

most of the adapting. Company 9 stated, “Il faut se résigner. L’anglais est nécessaire et tout 

le monde le parle. On se charge ensuite des traductions pour le marché français.”27 And the 

respondent from Company 8 divulged, “Mon anglais parlé est peu performant (manque de 

pratique) mais je le lis assez facilement. Le maintien du statu quo ne me dérange pas.”28  

 

                                                           
27 Translation: “You have to resign yourself to the fact that English is necessary and everyone speaks it. We 
then see to getting translations done for the French market.” 
28 Translation: “My spoken English is not the best (I hardly ever use it) but I have no difficulty reading it. 
Maintaining the status quo does not bother me,” 
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Figure 82: Have You Experienced Problems 
Due to Linguistic Misunderstandings?

Yes
27%

No
64%

No response
9%

 
 
The fact that some French firms felt that the use of English with their New Zealand 

suppliers was reasonable is perhaps explained by figure 82 which shows that few of the 

surveyed companies believed that they had experienced problems due to linguistic 

misunderstandings. Two of the 3 firms that had had some linguistic difficulties also said 

that they would prefer their supplier to use more French. The other firm did not indicate its 

preference on language use. The 3 French companies whose New Zealand suppliers used 

some French indicated that they had not experienced any problems due to linguistic 

barriers. 

 

The instances of problems arising due to cultural misunderstandings between the French 

firms and their New Zealand suppliers were also low. Yet, as Stephen Hagen points out, 

linguistic and cultural barriers are often under-reported “due to lack of awareness” (Hagen 

1999, 6). This could be the case with some of the surveyed firms. Only one firm, Company 

5, stated that it had experienced cultural barriers in its dealings with its New Zealand 

supplier. This firm also claimed to have experienced linguistic barriers. Interestingly, 

Company 5 has been dealing with its New Zealand supplier for 30 years. It is perhaps this 

long-term relationship, a key to success in France according to Edward T. and Mildred 

Reed Hall (Hall and Hall 1990, 132) that has kept the business relationship alive despite the 

ongoing frustrations of the French buyer.  
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One firm, Company 9, demonstrated its open-mindedness and tolerance toward inter-

cultural trade in its comment, “Non, [on n’a pas eu de problèmes à cause des malentendus 

culturels] parce que rien n’est à sens unique. Les deux parties doivent faire des efforts pour 

que tout se passe au mieux.”29  

 

Figure 83: Have You Had Problems Due to 
Cultural Misunderstandings?

Yes
9%

No
82%

No Response
9%

 
 
It is interesting to contrast these findings with those of the new millennium survey. Over 

half of the New Zealand exporters surveyed claimed to have experienced linguistic and 

cultural barriers in their dealings with their French customers. Their inability to speak 

French or understand French culture puts them at more of a disadvantage than their French 

counterparts, a number of whom are able to function to a greater or lesser degree in both 

languages.  

 

Where their relationships with their current New Zealand suppliers are concerned, many of 

the French firms surveyed would seem to be satisfied, despite English dominating their 

business communications. Nonetheless, more French companies said that they would prefer 

it if their New Zealand supplier used more French. 

 

                                                           
29 Translation: “No, [we have not had any problems due to cultural misunderstandings] as nothing is one-way. 
Both parties have to make an effort to ensure everything runs smoothly.” 
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7.3.1.4 French Buyers’ Advice to Their New Zealand Suppliers 

 
The French buyers were asked, basing themselves on their experience, if they had any 

advice, over and above greater use of French, for New Zealand exporters wishing to enter 

the French market. Eight of the 11 companies offered some guidance. 

 

Some of the firms made rather pragmatic suggestions. Company 10, for example, said, 

“Trouver un bon distributeur”30, similarly Company 3 recommended that the New Zealand 

exporter should “se faire assister localement.”31 Moreover, Company 2 advised, “Être le 

mieux disant en rapport qualité/prix et maîtriser la logistique et les délais de livraison.”32 

However, most of the recommendations made by the surveyed firms focused on cultural 

and linguistic differences and adapting to the French market. Company 4, for instance, 

suggested, “Avoir un produit et des conditions de marché adaptés au marché français.”33 

Company 5 pointed out that the New Zealand exporter should not forget “que la mentalité 

et façon de vivre n’est pas le même (sic) en Europe qu’en Nouvelle-Zélande.”34  

 

Companies 6 and 9 both emphasised the importance of language, the former suggesting, 

“Compenser la distance par un zéro défaut et proposer des documents en français”,35 while 

the latter advised, “Proposer un produit ‘grand public’ nécessitera une connaissance de la 

langue supérieure à celle demandée pour un produit technique ou très spécifique.”36 For 

Company 9, it is personality and personal contacts that count the most. The respondent 

asserted, “Je reste persuadé que le facteur humain est déterminant. Il suffit donc de rester 

soi-même.”37  

 
                                                           
30 Translation: “Find a good distributor.” 
31 Translation: “Get help locally.” 
32 Translation: “Be the best in terms of quality/price ratio and be on top of the logistics and schedules 
governing delivery dates.” 
33 Translation: “Have a product and market conditions adapted to the French market.” 
34 Translation: “that the mentality and way of life is not the same in Europe as it is in New Zealand.” 
35 Translation: “Make up for the distance by making no mistakes and offer documentation in French.” 
36 Translation: “Offering a consumer or mass-market product will call for knowledge of the [French] language 
superior to that required for a technical or very specific product.” 
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The counsel offered by the French buyers in this survey echoes that of the participants in 

the Sondage non verbal. As well as promptly delivering quality products at competitive 

prices, the New Zealand firm selling in the French market is advised to make product 

changes for the French market and make an effort with respect to linguistic and cultural 

adaptation. 

 

7.3.1.5 The Importance of Speaking the Customer’s Language 

 
Moving the spotlight off the particular circumstances of the surveyed firms’ business 

relationships with their suppliers, the survey put several more abstract questions to the 

French buyers. These questions allowed the participants to think about language and 

cultural issues in business on a more theoretical level, without having to relate their 

answers to current relationships with their New Zealand suppliers. The first question was 

hypothetical; the French firms were asked which supplier they would choose if two 

suppliers, one French-speaking and one non French-speaking, proposed an identical 

product. Some buyers indicated that other factors, such as price and quality, would be more 

likely to influence their choice than language. Company 2, for instance, favoured “le mieux 

disant en rapport qualité-prix.”38 Company 11 also found price a determining aspect, 

stating “A ce moment-là, ça va être plutôt le prix qui va jouer.”39 Company 9 did not 

elaborate, but simply stated “ce n’est pas ce critère qui forcerait mon choix.”40

 

Four companies, however, explained why they would choose a French-speaking supplier 

over one that could not speak their language. Company 10 was brief, saying “Celui qui 

parle français est plus pratique pour nous.”41 Company 6 offered more details, “Nous 

choisirions celui qui parle français en raison du fait que si nous comprenons l’anglais pour 

effectuer nos transactions, pour commercialiser les produits nous disposons d’une 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
37 Translation: “I am convinced that the human factor is decisive. Therefore all you need to do is be yourself.” 
38 Translation: “The best in terms of quality-price ratio.” 
39 Translation: “In that case it will be the price that will come into play.” 
40 Translation: “I would not choose on this criterion alone.” 
41 Translation: “The French-speaking one is more practical for us.” 
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littérature technique en anglais qui soit ne correspond pas aux attentes des clients, soit doit 

être traduite à notre charge.”42 The use of English, then, while tolerated in the business 

transaction, creates a lot of work and expense for this firm when it comes to getting the 

product out to the end-users, something that could be avoided if the supplier were to 

provide product literature in the buyer’s language.  

 

Company 8 saw the use of French as preferable because it would allow better 

comprehension when problems arose. The respondent declared, “A produit, prix, qualité et 

service équivalents, un fournisseur pouvant parler français aura notre préférence, la 

pratique des deux langues permettant un degré de compréhension plus important en cas de 

problème (utilisation de termes correspondant exactement au problème rencontré).”43 For 

Company 7, comprehension was also a major factor in its choice of the French-speaking 

supplier. “Il est évident” wrote the respondent, “que nous choisirons celui qui parle français 

car la compréhension sera facilitée.”44

 

The next question asked the participating firms for their views on whether having a good 

knowledge of French language and culture is essential for foreign firms wanting to do 

business in France. This question is perhaps the most relevant and important one with 

regards to gaining insight into whether knowledge of French language and culture 

constitutes a critical success factor for New Zealand firms selling to the French.  

 
Bearing in mind that the two most commonly cited pieces of advice for New Zealanders 

exporting to France from the participants in the Sondage non verbal were knowing French 

culture and speaking the French language, it comes as little surprise that the French buyers 

too saw these as key elements to success in the French market. As figure 84 shows, the vast 
                                                           
42 Translation: “We would choose the French-speaking supplier because of the fact that while we understand 
enough English to carry out our transactions, to market the products we have at our disposal only technical 
literature in English which either does not correspond to our customers’ expectations or must be translated at 
our expense.” 
43 Translation: “Provided that the product, price, quality and service are the same, we would prefer a supplier 
who is able to speak French, the ability to speak both French and English allowing for better understanding if 
a problem arises (being able to explain the problem in precise terms).” 
44 Translation: “It is obvious that we will choose the supplier who speaks French as it will facilitate 
comprehension.” 
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majority of the firms surveyed felt that knowledge of French language and culture was 

important for foreign companies exporting to France.  

 

Figure 84: Importance of Knowledge of 
French Language and Culture for Foreign 

Firms Doing Business in France

Important
82%

Not 
important

18%

 
 
Only two firms believed that knowledge of French language and culture was not important. 

Neither of these firms gave reasons for their answers. While two other companies felt that 

knowledge of French language and culture was not essential, they still deemed it important. 

Company 5 said, “essentiel non, mais cela aide beaucoup.”45 Company 1 indicated that it 

was “préférable, mais pas indispensable.”46 One firm, Company 9, saw that cultural 

awareness was perhaps more important than simply being able to speak the language itself, 

stating, “C’est certainement un avantage supplémentaire, la connaissance de la culture 

française me semblant plus importante que la pratique de la langue par elle-même.”47

 
The rest of the surveyed firms were quite steadfast in their belief that these two factors were 

critical for achieving the best results in the French market. Company 8 drew a comparison 

with the behaviour of Dutch exporters in France, stating, “Oui, [il est essentiel qu’une 

                                                           
45 Translation: “Not essential but it helps a lot.” 
46 Translation: “Preferable, but not indispensable.” 
47 Translation: “It is certainly an additional advantage, knowledge of the French culture seeming more 
important to me than speaking the language by itself.” 
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entreprise étrangère ait une bonne connaissance de la langue française et de la culture 

française si elle souhaite faire des affaires en France] par exemple les Hollandais qui 

commencent à être très présents, sans intermédiaire, sur le marché français de bulbes à 

fleurs, parlent bien le français.”48 This statement is comparable to Robin Walden’s 

observation on the importance of British firms speaking French. He writes: 

 

Speaking your French customer’s language is not just about being polite, it 

makes sound commercial sense. It is very doubtful if your Dutch, German 

and Swedish competitors will be communicating in their own languages, so 

why should you? By communicating in English, your French customer 

perceives that you are the one creating the non-tariff barrier, not him! 

(Walden 1998, 64). 

 

For companies 3 and 4, speaking French and understanding French culture bring 

advantages to overseas firms in the French market. Company 3 said, “c’est certainement un 

plus”49 and Company 4 wrote, “une connaissance de la langue et de la culture des différents 

pays avec lesquels on travaille est toujours un plus évident.”50 In Company 7’s case, it was 

a question of better understanding; “Oui, c’est essentiel car ça facilite la compréhension.”51

 

Company 11 explained the usefulness of speaking French when doing business in France in 

terms of French people’s lack of knowledge of foreign languages. The respondent claimed, 

“Je pense que c’est très important. Les Français sont un peu fainéants, surtout pour les 

langues, donc si le représentant de la société étrangère parle un peu de français ça facilitera 

les choses. Je crois que c’est valable d’apprendre la culture de l’acheteur et oui je pense 

                                                           
48 Translation: “Yes, [it is essential that a foreign company have a good knowledge of French language and 
culture if it wants to do business in France] for example the Dutch, who are starting to be quite visible, 
without intermediaries, on the French flower bulb market, speak French very well.” 
49 Translation: “It is certainly an advantage.” 
50 Translation: “Knowledge of the language and culture of different countries with which one works is always 
an obvious advantage.” 
51 Translation: “Yes it is essential as it makes understanding easier.” 
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qu’une connaissance de la langue et de la culture apportera des avantages pour le 

vendeur.”52

 

Hall and Hall make this very same point in Understanding Cultural Differences. They 

maintain: 

 

The French have been very slow to learn foreign languages. For the French, 

the center is the position of power and importance, and France is the center. 

Why then should they have to learn a foreign language? At one time French 

was the language of most of the courts in Europe and the language of 

diplomacy all over the world. During its period as a colonial power, France 

required colonial administrators to learn French and insisted that instruction 

in all colonial schools be conducted in French. Within France itself, people 

speaking French with an accent are at a disadvantage even today. The 

French prefer that foreigners speak the language, but, unfortunately, most 

foreigners cannot speak French well enough to satisfy the French, especially 

the Parisians. Nevertheless, foreigners who make the effort to learn to speak 

French will have a distinct advantage (Hall and Hall 1990, 94).  

 

Whether speaking French in business will continue to constitute an advantage for foreign 

firms in the unified Europe is another important issue. While European Union member 

countries have insisted that closer economic ties will not lead to a decline in the use of 

individual languages in business or in other domains,53 non European countries, especially 

                                                           
52 Translation: “I think that it is very important. The French are a bit lazy, especially when it comes to 
languages, so if the representative of the foreign company speaks some French it will make things easier. I 
think that it is worthwhile to learn the buyer’s culture and yes I think that knowledge of the language and 
culture will bring advantages to the seller.” 
53 See, for instance: European Language Council / Conseil Européen pour les Langues, "Workshop 1: 
Universities and Language Policy in Europe Reference Document," European Year of Languages 2001 
Conference: Multilingualism and New Learning Environments (Freie Universität Berlin: 2001).; Trim, 
Commentary on Recommendation No R (98) 6 of the Committee of Ministers to Member States Concerning 
Modern Languages.; Nigel B.R. Reeves, "The Foreign Language Needs of U.K.-Based Corporations," 
ANNALS, AAPSS 511.September (1990). 
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Anglophone ones, have taken the rise of the European Union to mean another step toward 

linguistic homogenisation, with the common language being English.54

 

The French buyers were asked whether, in their opinion, the European Union would have 

an effect on the use of French in business in France. As figure 85 demonstrates, the vast 

majority believe that it will have no effect on the current linguistic situation. Two firms, 

however, said that it would have an effect, one negative, and the other positive. Company 3 

stated, “Oui, un effet négatif.”55 Although the respondent did not expand on this, one 

supposes that he means that less French will be spoken in the future. On the other hand, 

Company 8 thinks, “L’ouverture du marché intérieur européen devrait voir l’augmentation 

de l’usage du français dans les sociétés désirant s’implanter directement sur le marché 

‘grand public’.”56

 

Figure 85: Effect of the European Union 
on Use of French in Business
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54 See, for example: Fixman, "The Foreign Language Needs of U.S.-Based Corporations,".: 46.; Claude 
Truchot, "The Spread of English in Europe," Journal of European Studies 24.94 (1994).; Kate Kuffner, 
"English: The Common Language of Europeans?," International Management February (1988). 
55 Translation: “Yes, a negative effect.” 
56 Translation: “The opening up of the European interior market should see growth in the use of French in 
companies wishing to break directly into the consumer market.” 
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Overall, for the majority of the French buyers surveyed, speaking French and 

understanding French culture are indeed critical success factors for foreign firms entering 

the French market. Given the choice between dealing with a French-speaking supplier and 

one who does not speak the language, more firms indicated that they would prefer to do 

business with the former. Furthermore, for most firms, the importance of using the French 

language in business will not diminish in the context of a unified Europe. 

 

7.4 Conclusion 
 

At the beginning of this chapter, Amin Maalouf was quoted as saying that if the person 

whose language he is studying does not respect his language, then speaking his language 

ceases to be a gesture of openness and becomes, rather, one of subservience and 

submission. Transposing this concept onto the position of a Francophone business person 

buying from an English-speaking business person, the parallels are obvious. If the 

Anglophone supplier fails to respect the buyer’s language and insists on carrying out 

business in his native tongue, the French buyer is bound to feel subordinate and quite 

possibly resentful. On the other hand, if the English-speaking seller adapts to the French-

speaking market and uses the French language in at least some areas of business 

communication, the French buyer will feel not only more comfortable but also more 

valued. 

 

In some ways, this situation can be interpreted along the lines of Michel Foucault’s power 

relations.57 Showing an interest in the particular language and culture of one’s customer 

rather than imposing one’s own language upon them constitutes a power shift whereby a 

sort of double empowerment occurs; by ceding power to the buyer, the seller is empowered 

in turn. By empowering the “Other”, showing respect for their language and culture, the 

                                                           
57 See: Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings 1972-1977, ed. Colin 
Gordon (New York: Pantheon Books, 1980). 
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Anglophone New Zealand firm thus stands to gain a more positive reception in the French 

market. 

 

The survey on the opinions and attitudes of French clients of New Zealand firms supports 

this theory. It shows that New Zealand suppliers make little effort in adjusting either their 

products or their behaviour when selling in France. While companies are generally quite 

proactive in their approach to the market, most working through a third party to gain entry, 

once in an established business relationship, few New Zealand companies use French in 

their business communications. This situation, though tolerated by some buyers, is not the 

ideal for many, who would prefer it if their New Zealand supplier used more French. 

 

Moreover, the French firms recommend that New Zealand exporters should not only make 

an effort in the logistics and quality/price ratio areas and visit the market on a regular basis, 

but also take into consideration the linguistic and cultural differences that are part and 

parcel of the French market. These differences, in the view of the majority of respondents, 

will not evaporate in the context of the European Union. 

 

The most important finding to come out of this research, however, is that French buyers 

clearly support the proposition that knowledge of French language and culture is a critical 

success factor for New Zealand companies exporting to France, a number stating that they 

would choose a Francophone supplier over a non French-speaking supplier offering the 

same product. For these French buyers, English is not enough. By listening to this “Other”, 

New Zealand exporters to France would be advised to reach the same conclusion and reject 

the notion that all markets are the same and that everyone speaks English.  
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Conclusion 
 

 

“We need to avoid both the overtly self-enclosing, isolationist, protectionist nationalisms 

and also the crypto-nationalism of thinking that ‘we’ are the exemplary case, the central 

site of a worldwide web, the international paradigm, charged with setting the course that 

the rest must follow, that we – French or Germans, Americans or Europeans, scientists or 

philosophers, etc. – are the ‘universal’ or ‘reason’ set down on earth in order to set the 

course, to lead the way, to provide the heading.” 

Jacques Derrida1

 

As we have seen in this thesis, tensions between universal and singular forces have existed 

throughout human history. The rise of dominant powers has often coincided with the 

proliferation of universalist ideals, as proponents of dominant cultures and languages have 

attempted to stamp out, or at least stamp their mark on, the singular. Yet, the singular has 

always co-existed with and within the universal and, as Derrida suggests, no value 

judgements can be made in favour of either of these complex phases. In the face of what 

have been at times overwhelming odds, particular languages and particular cultures have 

survived, thrived and conquered in their own right, before seeking to metamorphose their 

own singularity into the universal. This superposition of the singular, universal and global, 

as described by Jean Baudrillard, seems destined to continue in the future, for, despite all 

the best universalising efforts, human nature is such that, in the long term, people are 

unlikely to accept that which has been imposed by another. 

 

Much of the present-day appeal of the popular conception of globalisation among capitalist 

nations, perhaps ignorant of this historical cycle, is that it will lead to closer integration and 

indeed homogeneity of cultures and languages, which will serve to increase productivity 

                                                           
1 Jacques Derrida, Deconstruction in a Nutshell: A Conversation with Jacques Derrida, ed. John D Caputo 
(New York: Fordham University Press, 1997) 122. 
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and profits. Many of the world’s citizens influenced by the saccharine, Disney-inspired 

“It’s a Small World” discourse with its idealised exotic multiculturalism and politically 

correct diversity are quick to see the “good” in the domestication of the globe. Sameness is 

equated with equality, fairness and democracy; universal values that are seen as keys to 

ongoing modernisation and progress. Difference and “Otherness”, on the other hand, are 

generally perceived as undesirable, unprofitable or dangerous, and those who resist 

standardisation are portrayed as reactionary. 

 

The economic supremacy of Anglophone nations in recent history has meant that English 

has become the current language of power. As such, it has assumed the role of the medium 

through which the dominant communicates with the “Other”. In commerce it has been 

depicted as the universal language of trade, technology and advancement. Members of the 

Anglophone international business fraternity, who stress the benefits of having a single 

universal language of business, seem totally unaware of the imperialistic, hegemonic 

overtones of their stance.  

 

That little credence is given to the role of “Other” languages in business is demonstrated by 

the lack of attention afforded them in international business texts. In Chapter 2, we saw that 

on average less than 1% of the total number of pages in selected contemporary international 

business publications make reference to the role of language in business, echoing the 

results of the study carried out in the 1980s by Nigel Holden. More telling, perhaps, is that 

many of the references to language concern points of difference between British and 

American English, rather than advice on foreign language use. When foreign languages are 

mentioned, the writers’ aim is more often to highlight the dangers that occur if English-

speaking business people try to carry out business in the language of the “Other”. While 

some business writers, particularly those in the field of marketing, have highlighted the 

benefits of cultural adaptation in overseas markets, when it comes to language, many 

international business academics adhere to the universalist ideals of Theodore Levitt. 

English, for them, is clearly the global language of commerce. 
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The universalist tendencies apparent in this international business take on language are also 

evident in the way in which “Other” cultures are described in the literature. In part due to 

the arguments of the advocates of cultural adaptation, cross-cultural issues have aroused the 

interest of some international business academics. Sartre’s position on the universality of 

the human condition, a state that allows for mutual comprehension between all peoples 

regardless of cultural difference, teamed with Lévi-Strauss’s structuralist approach to 

culture, are embraced by international business theorists in their quest to “objectively” 

describe the culture of the “Other”. A detailed analysis of the types of cultural advice on 

doing business with the French that are proffered in the literature, however, revealed that 

much of what is written, based upon universalist/structuralist frameworks, is superficial and 

incorrect.  

 

The results of the Sondage sur l’utilisation du langage non verbal dans les affaires en 

France indicated that although some purportedly “French” gestures are understood by most 

informants, the majority are somewhat ambiguous and several have been attributed quite 

erroneous meanings by Anglophone writers. Knowledge of a few gestures without more in-

depth understanding of the culture was shown to be of dubious value to a New Zealand 

business person wanting to do business in France. Similarly, the propensity of the Anglo-

American business writers to compare and contrast French culture with their own 

naturalised cultural frameworks and values, means that much of the advice given is 

stereotypical and, at times, ethnocentric. Some tips, such as “French business works 

through networks and personal contacts” were shown to be valid, but others like “do not 

talk too loudly in public” or “do not rest your feet on tables and chairs” simply reflected the 

“mirror image” of American business practices. Other guidance, such as “use a knife and 

fork to eat sandwiches” and “to call a taxi in Paris, just snap your fingers”, verges on the 

bizarre and is plainly wrong. The fact that cultural advice is often written from the 

perspective of American observers renders most of it useless to New Zealand business 

people.  

 

What French informants recommended was that New Zealand exporters gain knowledge of 

real French culture, not the “frontstage” kind as described in the international business 
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literature, and that they should speak French when doing business in France. The emphasis 

placed on communication by these informants, both in their own suggestions and in their 

rating of the advice presented in the survey, suggests that in order for New Zealand 

business people to understand and integrate themselves into French business culture, they 

need to make the commitment to learn and speak French. 

 

This view was also upheld by the French clients of New Zealand firms asked for their 

reactions to the state of business communications between themselves and their New 

Zealand suppliers. Far from being one dimensional, however, their responses revealed the 

complex nature of the dilemma faced by the “Other” operating on the global economic 

stage. On the one hand, their responses demonstrated a shift from the wholesale resistance 

to doing business in English, as alluded to in some of the international business literature, 

to a superficial acceptance of the ostensible Realpolitik; that English is the language of 

business. Some respondents let slip a hint of pride at being able to function in this language 

of prestige, a sign that even in France, English is not without its allure. Nevertheless, when 

pressed for their preferences, their true feelings, their unwillingness to relinquish their 

language of identity even in the business arena, surfaced.  

 

It comes as no surprise that the French respondents displayed more openness to dealing 

with others who speak their language when the psychological factors at work are 

considered. As Karmela Liebkind puts it, “[p]eople generally have a so-called integrative 

attitude toward their mother tongue – that is, they identify with the speakers of that 

language and want to maintain that identification” (Liebkind 1999, 144). Moreover, this 

commitment to the singular corresponds to Baudrillard’s paradigm, where underneath the 

veneer of the universal, feelings of uniqueness and singularity are always present. 

 

The nature of the relationship between the French clients and their New Zealand suppliers 

also had some bearing on the ultimate preference of the French for doing business in 

French. As we have seen, New Zealand business people, coming as they do from a 

traditionally monolingual society, have historically shied away from using foreign 

languages in trade. However, this lack of enthusiasm toward “Other” languages has 
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undergone some modification in recent years. My research indicated that some have altered 

their business practices to the point of committing themselves to doing business the 

“French way”. Yet, despite the 74% of surveyed firms who claimed to use some French in 

business, the majority of New Zealand companies, still relying on English for their day-to-

day business communication needs, are predominantly universalist in their outlook. As 

such, they are foisting their language, the language of power, onto their customers.  

 

Paradoxically, though, it is not the New Zealanders who hold the power in the relationship. 

The French, both as customers who are able to exercise choice over what they purchase 

from whom, and as members of one of the most economically powerful nations in the 

world, would appear, in reality, to have the upper hand. Resentment at what could be 

perceived as linguistic imperialism is therefore to be expected as the French find 

themselves in the subordinate position of having to adapt to the seller. This is why by 

adapting to the “Other”, showing respect for French language and culture by making the 

effort to use more French in business, New Zealanders might be able to tip the balance of 

power a little more in their favour. By empowering the “Other”, they should be empowered 

in turn. 

 

Future research, both more detailed and on a larger scale, in France and New Zealand 

should allow for more exhaustive descriptions of the New Zealand-French business 

relationship.2 The logistical constraints on the empirical work for the PhD study, namely 

the unwillingness of New Zealand business people to spend time completing surveys or be 

interviewed and their lack of interest in engaging in dialogue on language issues, resulted in 

limitations in the data that should be addressed by future follow-up work. In particular, case 

studies would provide additional qualitative data that would allow for greater illumination 

of the findings in this thesis on language use among New Zealand business people. The 
                                                           
2 It should be kept in mind that although the sample of New Zealand firms that participated in the new 
millennium survey was statistically representative, almost half of the potential respondents did not reply. 
Moreover, in order to encourage participation, the pilot surveys underwent considerable simplification. The 
information gathered, then, while certainly allowing us to see trends and patterns, does not make for a 
comprehensive, in-depth study of the exact role of French in Franco-New Zealand business relations. 
Similarly, while the research carried out on French buyers of New Zealand products was sufficient to provide 
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original pilot surveys would be reworked and condensed into one questionnaire. Face-to-

face interviews would be arranged with export managers of New Zealand firms exporting 

to France. The revised millennium survey could then be used as an interview tool, allowing 

for greater qualitative detail to be gathered without respondents feeling overwhelmed by a 

written questionnaire. It is probable that by establishing a relationship with the staff 

member in question in this way, the researcher would have more chance of finding firms 

willing to participate in case studies.  
 

The data already collected on the behaviours and attitudes of New Zealand exporters to 

France could be tested further by subjecting them to more complex statistical analysis. 

Additional fieldwork in France among the French buyers would be useful to ascertain the 

extent of the trends unveiled in my initial small-scale study. Moreover, an analysis of the 

singular, universal and global within the framework of New Zealand-European Union 

relations would add a comparative dimension to the study, enabling us to draw more 

definitive conclusions. Based on both the theoretical and empirical evidence gathered to 

date, however, it would appear that having knowledge of French culture and being able to 

use the French language in business would constitute a competitive advantage, or critical 

success factor, for the New Zealand exporter to France.  

 

If New Zealand firms are to accept this finding and take steps toward adapting their 

business practices to incorporate the language needs of their customers, changes on both 

governmental and societal levels must take place. To a certain extent, New Zealand 

business people, as products of their culture and environment, merely reflect the attitudes of 

the public at large and, at another level, the policies of the government. If, swept away by 

the universalist propaganda of the advocates of globalisation, neither institutions nor 

individual members of the public stop to consider the consequences of imposing 

Anglophone “global” culture on the “Other” or take into account the advantages of 

respecting the singular, New Zealand exporters are unlikely to modify their thinking. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
insights into their attitudes toward the use of French in business, the sample was too small to permit too much 
extrapolation. 
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Changing the mindset of a nation, however, is a complex and difficult undertaking. 

Considerable research is needed in order to determine the most efficient and practicable 

ways to persuade a primarily monolingual Anglophone country of the value of learning 

foreign languages. Even at this stage, though, it seems possible to make several 

recommendations for action at the governmental level. 

 

In the first instance, some inspiration could be taken from Europe, where despite the 

outwardly universalist structure of the European Union, member states have made a 

commitment not to impose the “monolingualism of the Other” on local populations, 

choosing instead to focus on fostering European languages and promoting their use in inter-

European relations.3 Through policies of multilingualism and plurilingualism, European 

citizens are being encouraged to learn at least two languages in addition to their mother 

tongue. These initiatives are supported by the education systems of many European 

countries, including France, where learning two foreign languages is compulsory for school 

children. 

 

Rather than holding on to old-fashioned modernist principles, then, the New Zealand 

government, in its aim to build a “knowledge economy”, should include foreign languages 

alongside science and technology as target skills. A foreign language learning policy 

incorporating a strategic language learning plan for schools needs to be devised and 

implemented. Moreover, as is the case in many European countries, it is recommended that 

the learning of foreign languages begin from primary school and continue through to higher 

education.  

 

At tertiary level, a more equitable funding structure for language departments, struggling to 

survive under the current system, could be introduced in the short term. In the longer term, 

                                                           
3 Paradoxically, in spite of its monolingual tradition and the efforts of lobby groups such as “US English” and 
“English Only” to thwart attempts at maintaining immigrant languages, the United States, through 
immigration and high birth rates in the Hispanic community, is becoming a bilingual nation. Moreover, partly 
in response to fears over national security, in recent years foreign language learning in American schools and 
tertiary institutes has been portrayed as both economically and culturally advantageous. Some of the bilingual 
and/or foreign language educational programmes being developed in certain parts of the United States could 
therefore also be of interest to New Zealand.  
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the inclusion of language or study abroad options as part of all degrees could be considered, 

and, along with the continued support for conjoint degrees, the possibility of more 

collaborative links being established between language departments and other faculties, 

such as commerce, science and engineering, should be explored. Foreign language learning 

should also be encouraged outside of the traditional academic sphere. Apprenticeships 

could be designed to include overseas exchanges, for instance, or stages or work experience 

in overseas companies could be set up for those working in industry. Graduates of more 

integrative degree programmes and participants in stages and overseas exchanges would 

thus be armed with both the technical and linguistic skills the export industry requires and 

the currently monolingual New Zealand educated graduates and workers would not be at a 

disadvantage in relation to their bilingual or multilingual Continental European 

counterparts. 

 

New Zealand firms, for their part, would do well to adjust their company culture away from 

the current standardised approach to exporting. Their French customers have indicated a 

strong preference for suppliers who are able to speak French and who understand and are 

sympathetic to French culture. New Zealand firms that are able to make initial contact in 

French, follow this up with business communications in French and visits to the market, 

adapt their products to fit French expectations, supply product literature in French and 

develop good long-term relationships with their clients are more likely to sell successfully 

in France. By hiring graduates equipped not only with technical skills but also the linguistic 

and cultural skills necessary to operate effectively in overseas markets, New Zealand firms 

would be taking a step in the right direction. In the meantime, until a pool of such suitably 

trained graduates exists, New Zealand companies could make better use of resources in 

current supply. Instead of expecting the customer to take care of translations, for instance, 

New Zealand firms, depending on their size, could enter into a relationship with a 

professional translation service that they could use to translate all documentation and 

correspondence. Alternatively, they could hire (on a part-time basis if necessary) native 

French speakers, French language graduates with business backgrounds or a a professional 

translator to take charge of all communications between their company and French 

customers. Interpreters could be used on business trips if management lacked the requisite 
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language skills, though having export personnel competent enough to operate in French 

would be the ideal. It would seem that any New Zealand company serious about doing 

business with the French should have at least one fluent French-speaking staff member able 

to directly communicate and discuss detailed technical information on the company’s 

products and processes. 

 

If New Zealand does not wish to be left behind in the postmodern international business 

environment, change needs to come sooner rather than later. By distancing themselves from 

the hegemony of the homogenous and switching to the singular by making the effort to 

adapt, culturally and linguistically, to the customer, New Zealand exporters should see their 

profits increase.  
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Appendix I: Sondage sur l’utilisation du langage non verbal dans les 
affaires en France 

 

 

Sondage sur l’utilisation du 

langage non verbal dans les 

affaires en France 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chercheuse :    Karin speedy    
      Université d’Auckland 
      Private Bag 92019 
      Auckland 
      Nouvelle-Zélande 
 
 
APPROUVÉ PAR LE COMITÉ ÉTHIQUE POUR RECHERCHES SUR LES 
SUJETS HUMAINS DE L’UNIVERSITÉ D’AUCKLAND le 14/11/01 pour une 
période de trois ans, du 14/11/01. Référence : 2001/Q/042. 
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Sondage sur l’utilisation du langage non verbal dans les affaires en 
France 
 
Je vous invite à prendre part à ce sondage sur l’utilisation du langage non verbal dans les 
affaires en France. Toutes les informations recueillies resteront confidentielles. Veuillez ne 
pas écrire votre nom sur ce questionnaire. Je vous remercie pour votre participation. 
 
1.0 Renseignements personnels 
 
1.1 Sexe :    Masculin    Féminin  
 
1.2 Métier / Profession : _________________________________________________ 
 
1.3 Date de naissance : __________________________________________________ 
 
1.4 Lieu de naissance : __________________________________________________ 
 
1.5 Nom de la ville où vous habitez actuellement : ____________________________ 
 
1.6 Depuis combien de temps y habitez-vous ? : _____________________________ 
 
1.7 Avez-vous passé des années à l’étranger ? 

Oui  (Veuillez répondre aux questions 1.7.1 et 1.7.2) 
Non  (Veuillez passer à la question 1.8) 
 

1.7.1 Si oui, dans quel pays habitiez-vous ? ________________________________ 
 
1.7.2 Pendant combien de temps y habitiez-vous ? ___________________________ 
 
1.8 Parlez-vous des langues étrangères ?    Oui   Non 
 
1.8.1 Si oui, lesquelles ? _________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
2.0 Gestes 
 
Veuillez regarder les photographies ci-dessous qui montrent des gestes ou des types de 
langage du corps et indiquer si les gestes ont des connotations positives, négatives ou 
neutres. Si vous ne connaissez pas le geste, veuillez cochez «Je ne sais pas». Si vous êtes à 
même d’expliquer la signification du geste dans vos propres mots, veuillez le faire dans la 
partie réservée à cet effet. 
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2.1  Positif  Négatif  Neutre  Je ne sais pas      
       Explication :   

 
 

2.2  Positif  Négatif  Neutre  Je ne sais pas      
        Explication :  

         
 
2.3  Positif  Négatif  Neutre  Je ne sais pas      

       Explication :  
 
            
2.4  Positif  Négatif  Neutre  Je ne sais pas      
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       Explication :  
2.5  Positif  Négatif  Neutre  Je ne sais pas      
       Explication :    

             
2.6  Positif  Négatif  Neutre  Je ne sais pas      
       Explication :    

              
2.7  Positif  Négatif  Neutre  Je ne sais pas      
       Explication :    

              
2.8  Positif  Négatif  Neutre  Je ne sais pas      
       Explication :    
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2.9  Positif  Négatif  Neutre  Je ne sais pas      
       Explication :    

         
2.10  Positif  Négatif  Neutre  Je ne sais pas      
       Explication :    
       

 
2.11  Positif  Négatif  Neutre  Je ne sais pas      
       Explication :    

             
 
 
2.12  Positif  Négatif  Neutre  Je ne sais pas      
       Explication :    
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2.13  Positif  Négatif  Neutre  Je ne sais pas      
       Explication :    

         
2.14  Positif  Négatif  Neutre  Je ne sais pas      
       Explication :    

         
2.15  Positif  Négatif  Neutre  Je ne sais pas      
       Explication :    

            
2.16  Positif  Négatif  Neutre  Je ne sais pas    

Explication :   
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2.17  Positif  Négatif  Neutre  Je ne sais pas      
       Explication :    

     
         
2.18  Positif  Négatif  Neutre  Je ne sais pas      
       Explication :    

            
 
2.19  Positif  Négatif  Neutre  Je ne sais pas      
        Explication :    

            
 
2.20  Positif  Négatif  Neutre  Je ne sais pas      

       Explication :  
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3.0 Étiquette et Stéréotypes 
 
Veuillez indiquer si les affirmations suivantes sont vraies (V) ou fausses (F). 
 
3.1 Il est conseillé d’utiliser un couteau et une fourchette  
      pour manger des sandwiches.     V  F  
3.2 Lorsque vous êtes à table, ne mettez pas les mains sous la  
      table.        V  F  
3.3 Il ne faut pas parler affaires pendant un repas.   V  F  
3.4 Pendant un déjeuner d’affaires, il faut attendre le dessert avant 
      de parler affaires.       V  F  
3.5 Il ne faut jamais commencer à boire avant que l’hôte boive 
      sa première petite gorgée.      V  F  
3.6 Au restaurant, il ne faut jamais essuyer votre assiette avec  
      un morceau de pain.      V  F  
3.7 Il ne faut jamais couper la salade avec un couteau. Il faut  
      plutôt la plier et la manger avec une fourchette.   V  F  
3.8 Pour manger des fruits – épluchez-les et puis mangez-les 
      avec une fourchette.      V  F  
3.9 Celui qui invite doit payer l’addition.    V  F  
3.10 Il ne faut jamais boire des alcools forts avant un repas.  V  F  
3.11 Il faut frapper à la porte et attendre avant de pénétrer  
       dans un bureau.        V  F  
3.12 Les Français n’apprécient pas les questions personnelles. V  F  
3.13 Les Français n’aiment pas parler d’argent.   V  F  
3.14 Les Français n’aiment pas parler de politique.   V  F  
3.15 Si on est invité à dîner chez un collègue, il ne faut jamais 
        offrir des roses rouges.      V  F   
3.16 Si on est invité à dîner chez un collègue, il ne faut jamais 
        offrir des chrysanthèmes.     V  F  
3.17 Si on est invité à dîner chez un collègue, il ne faut jamais 
        offrir du vin.       V  F  
3.18 Si on est invité à dîner chez un collègue, il est préférable  
        d’offrir des chocolats.      V  F  
3.19 Lorsque vous entrez dans une salle, il faut saluer chacun 
        individuellement.      V  F  
3.20 Lorsque vous entrez dans une salle, il faut serrer la main à 

  - 289  
 
 



  

        chacun individuellement.     V  F  
3.21 Quand il s’agit des poignées de main, c’est la femme  
        qui offre sa main en premier.       V  F  
3.22 Éviter de parler trop fort en public.     V  F  
3.23 Assis, il est conseillé de croiser les jambes.   V  F  
3.24 Il ne faut pas poser les pieds sur une table ou une chaise. V  F  
3.25 Il ne faut jamais se servir des cure-dents, des coupe-ongles  
       ou des peignes en public.      V  F  
3.26 Il ne faut jamais converser les mains dans les poches.  V  F  
3.27 Claquer les doigts des deux mains en même temps est  
        grossier.        V  F  
3.28 Pour attirer l’attention d’un serveur, il suffit de se pencher la 
        tête en arrière et de dire «garçon».    V  F  
3.29 Pour appeler un taxi à Paris, il suffit de claquer les doigts. V  F  
3.30 Les hommes et les femmes d’affaires français prennent leur  
        temps avant de prendre une décision.    V  F  
3.31 Les hommes et les femmes d’affaires français prêtent beaucoup  
        d’attention aux détails / aiment entrer dans les détails.  V  F  
3.32 Au bureau, les Français aiment flirter.    V  F  
3.33 Les Français se sentent mal à l’aise si on leur fait trop de 
        compliments.       V  F  
3.34 Les hommes et les femmes d’affaires français ont plus tendance 
        à critiquer qu’à féliciter leurs homologues.   V  F  
3.35 Les Français ne sourient pas inutilement / sans avoir une bonne 
         raison.        V  F   
3.36 Il vaut mieux que les étrangers en France évitent de se vanter 
         de leur pays.       V  F  
3.37 Les Français apprécient les étrangers qui montrent une bonne 
       connaissance de l’histoire, de la géographie et de l’art français. V  F   
3.38 Le sexe et la nudité dans la publicité ne choquent pas les  
        Français.        V  F      
3.39 Dans les affaires, il n’est pas très important d’arriver à l’heure. 
        Les Français arrivent souvent en retard.    V  F  
3.40 Les hommes et les femmes d’affaires français détestent  
        s’engager. Ils attendent souvent la dernière minute avant  
       de fixer l’heure d’un rendez-vous.    V  F  
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3.41 Les Français reportent souvent les rendez-vous et les réunions. V  F  
3.42 Les Français apprécient les personnes qui savent s’exprimer. V  F  
3.43 Les grossistes en France ne font pas la promotion de produits.  
        Ils livrent tout simplement ce que les détaillants commandent. V  F  
3.44 On échange souvent des cartes de visite en France.  V  F  
3.45 En France, les affaires se font en français.   V  F  
3.46 On conseille les entreprises étrangères qui veulent faire des  
       affaires en France d’utiliser le français dans la correspondance  
       et dans la documentation sur leurs produits.   V  F  
3.47 Pour avoir du succès dans les affaires en France, il faut  
        établir un réseau de relations et de contacts.   V  F  
3.48 Il est recommandé que les entreprises étrangères soient  
        présentées aux clients, concessionnaires ou associés  
        éventuels par leur ambassade.     V  F  
3.49 Il est dans l’intérêt des entreprises étrangères d’écrire une  
        lettre à leurs associés français tout de suite après une réunion.  
        Dans cette lettre il faut noter les décisions prises et les  
        choses qui doivent être exécutées.    V  F  
3.50 Les Français sont très cérémonieux et réservés dans les  
        affaires.        V  F  
 
 
4.0 Conseils 
 
Quels conseils de nature culturelle donneriez-vous à une entreprise néo-zélandaise qui 
souhaite faire des affaires en France ? 
 
 
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________ 

  - 291  
 
 



  

_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Je vous remercie pour votre participation. 
 
 

Appendix II : English Version of the Questionnaire on Non 

Verbal Language in French Business 
 
 
You are invited to take part in this survey on the use of non verbal language in French 
business. All information that you provide shall remain confidential. Please do not write 
your name on this questionnaire. Thank you for your participation. 
 
1.0 Personal Details 
 
1.1 Sex: Male   Female   (please tick) 
 
1.2 Occupation: _______________________________________________________ 
 
1.3 Date of birth: ______________________________________________________ 
 
1.4 Place of birth: ______________________________________________________ 
 
1.5 Town / City where you currently live: ___________________________________ 
 
1.6 How long have you lived in this town or city? ____________________________ 
 
1.7 Have you ever lived overseas for a long period of time?   
Yes  (please answer questions 1.7.1 and 1.7.2) No  (please go to question 1.8) 
 
1.7.1 If  yes, where did you live? ________________________________________ 
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1.7.2 How long did you live there? _______________________________________ 
 
1.8 Do you speak any languages other than French?   Yes   No  
 
1.8.1 If yes, what languages do you speak? _________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________________ 
 
2.0 Gestures 
 
Please look at the following photographs of gestures or types of body language. For each 
photograph, please indicate whether the gesture has positive, negative or neutral 
connotations or, if you are not familiar with the gesture, please tick ‘I don’t know’. If you 
are able to explain the meaning of the gesture in your own words, please do so in the space 
provided. 
2.1 � Positive � Negative � Neutral �I don’t know     
        Explanation:   

 
2.2 � Positive � Negative � Neutral �I don’t know     
        Explanation:  

 

 
2.3 � Positive � Negative � Neutral �I don’t know     
        Explanation:  
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2.4 � Positive � Negative � Neutral �I don’t know      
        Explanation:  

2.5 � Positive � Negative � Neutral �I don’t know     
        Explanation:   
 

 
 
2.6 � Positive � Negative � Neutral �I don’t know     
        Explanation:  

 
2.7 � Positive � Negative � Neutral �I don’t know     
        Explanation:  
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2.8 � Positive � Negative � Neutral �I don’t know      
        Explanation:  

2.9 � Positive � Negative � Neutral �I don’t know     
        Explanation:   
 
2.10 � Positive � Negative � Neutral �I don’t know     
        Explanation:  

 
2.11 � Positive � Negative � Neutral �I don’t know     
        Explanation:  

 
2.12 � Positive � Negative � Neutral �I don’t know      
        Explanation:  
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2.13 � Positive � Negative � Neutral �I don’t know     
        Explanation:   

 
2.14 � Positive � Negative � Neutral �I don’t know     
        Explanation:  

 
2.15 � Positive � Negative � Neutral �I don’t know     
       Explanation:  

 
2.16 � Positive � Negative � Neutral �I don’t know      
        Explanation:  
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2.17 � Positive � Negative � Neutral �I don’t know     
        Explanation:   

 
2.18 � Positive � Negative � Neutral �I don’t know     
        Explanation:  

 

 
2.19 � Positive � Negative � Neutral �I don’t know     
        Explanation:  

 
2.20 � Positive � Negative � Neutral �I don’t know      
        Explanation:  
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3.0 Etiquette and Stereotypes 
 
Please indicate whether the following statements are true (T) or false (F). 
 
3.1 You should use a knife and fork to eat sandwiches.  T  F  
3.2 When dining, keep your hands above the table.   T  F   
3.3 Do not discuss business over a meal.    T  F  
3.4 At a business lunch do not discuss business until dessert. T  F  
3.5 Do not sip your wine until your host sips.   T  F  
3.6 In a restaurant, never use bread to wipe up sauces.  T  F  
3.7 Do not cut lettuce with a knife – fold it into small pieces and  
      eat it with a fork.       T  F  
3.8 Peel fruit with a knife and eat it with a fork.   T  F  
3.9 Whoever initiates a meal invitation is expected to pay.  T  F  
3.10 Do not drink spirits before a meal.    T  F  
3.11 Knock and wait before entering a closed office door.  T  F  
3.12 French people dislike personal questions.   T  F  
3.13 French people do not like talking about money.   T  F  
3.14 French people do not like talking about politics.  T  F  
3.15 If invited to dinner, do not give the host or hostess red roses  
        as a gift.        T  F  
3.16 If invited for dinner, do not give the host or hostess  
        chrysanthemums as a gift.     T  F  
3.17 If invited for dinner, do not give the host or hostess wine T  F  
       as a gift. 
3.18 If invited for dinner, chocolates are appreciated as gifts. T  F  
3.19 You should greet each person when entering a room.  T  F  
3.20 You should shake hands with each person when entering a  
        room.        T  F  
3.21 When shaking hands, a woman should offer her hand first. T  F  
3.22 Do not talk too loudly in public.     T  F  
3.23 When seated, it is customary to cross the legs at the knees. T  F  
3.24 Do not rest your feet on tables or chairs.   T  F  
3.25 Do not use toothpicks, nail clippers or combs in public. T  F  
3.26 Do not converse with your hands in your pockets.  T  F  
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3.27 Snapping the fingers of both hands is vulgar.   T  F  
3.28 To beckon a waiter, tip your head back and say “garcon”. T  F  
3.29 To call a taxi in Paris, just snap your fingers.   T  F  
3.30 French business people are slow to make decisions.  T  F  
3.31 French business people pay close attention to details.  T  F  
3.32 French people enjoy flirting with each other in the office. T  F  
3.33 French people are uncomfortable being complimented or  
        praised excessively.      T  F  
3.34 French business people critique more than they compliment. T  F  
3.35 French people do not smile unless there is a good reason. T  F  
3.36 Foreigners should not brag about their own country.  T  F  
3.37 Foreigners who display a good knowledge of French 
        history, art and geography are appreciated.   T  F  
3.38 Sex and nudity in advertising is not shocking to the French. T  F  
3.39 Punctuality is not important in business – people are often  
        late.        T  F  
3.40 French business people hate commitment. They will wait 
        until the last minute before scheduling anything.  T  F  
3.41 Meetings are rescheduled frequently in France.   T  F  
3.42 The French appreciate people who are able to express their  
        opinions well.       T  F  
3.43 Wholesalers in France do not promote products. They ask  
         retailers what they want and then deliver it.   T  F  
3.44 Business cards are exchanged often.    T  F  
3.45 French is the language of business in France.   T  F  
3.46 Foreign firms should use French in correspondence and in 
        their product literature when doing business in France.  T  F  
3.47 French business works through networks and personal  
        contacts.        T  F  
3.48 Formal introductions through a country’s embassy, for  
        example, are a good way for foreign firms to meet potential  
        French customers, distributors or partners.   T  F  
3.49 Foreign firms should follow-up meetings with French partners 
        with a letter recording their understanding of the decisions  
        made and of the points to be actioned.    T  F  
3.50 French people are very formal and reserved in business. T  F  
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4.0 Advice 
 
What important cultural advice would you give to a New Zealand company wanting to do 
business in France ? 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Thank you very much for your participation. 

Appendix III: Pilot CEO Participant Information Sheet and 

Consent Form 
 
To: The CEO / General Manager 
 
My name is Karin Speedy. I am a student at the University of Auckland enrolled for a Doctoral Degree in the 
Departments of French and International Business. I hold a FRST Top Achiever Doctoral Bright Future 
Scholarship. I am conducting research into the role French language and culture plays in business relations 
between New Zealand companies and France. I have chosen this field because I would like to determine 
whether speaking French and understanding French culture are critical success factors for firms wishing to 
exploit business opportunities in France.  
 
You are invited to participate in my research and I would appreciate any assistance you can offer me. As part 
of my thesis I am conducting a survey on how you currently carry out business with France. I am especially 
interested in asking you about your communications with the French market.  
 
I would like to ask both yourself and the member of your staff who is most involved in dealing with the 
French market to fill out a questionnaire. You are, of course under no obligation at all to do so. The 
questionnaire would take about half an hour to three-quarters of an hour to complete. You can withdraw any 
information you supply in the questionnaire at any time up to 31 March 2002. Information may be published 
in a form other than my Ph.D thesis. Data gathered may also be retained for possible future research beyond 
this project. 
 
If you do wish to participate in my research please let me know by filling in a Consent Form and sending it to 
me or phoning me on Tel: 09 623 1230 after hours. All information you provide is confidential and your name 
will not be used unless prior consent is given. 
 
Thank you very much for your time and help in making this study possible. If you have any queries or wish to 
know more please phone me at home at the number given above or write to me at: 
 
Department of French 
The University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92019 
Auckland. 
Tel: 09 373 7599 extn 8311, Email: k.speedy@auckland.ac.nz
 
My supervisors are: Professor Raylene Ramsay Professsor Nigel Haworth 
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      HOD Department of French HOD Department of International Business  
      The University of Auckland The University of Auckland 
      Private Bag 92019  Private Bag 92019 
      Auckland.      Auckland. 

    Tel: 09 373 7999 extn 7133 Tel: 09 373 7999 extn 75235 
 
For any queries regarding ethical concerns please contact: 
 
The Chair, The University of Auckland Human Subjects Ethics Committee, The University of Auckland, 
Research Office – Office of the Vice Chancellor, Private Bag 92019, Auckland. Tel: 09 373 7999 extn 7830.  
 
APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN SUBJECTS ETHICS COMMITTEE 
on 2I February 2001 for a period of three years, from 21/02/01 Reference 2001 /024.  
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PILOT CEO / MD CONSENT FORM 

 
 
THIS CONSENT FORM WILL BE HELD FOR A PERIOD OF SIX YEARS 
 

Business Communications with the French market 
 
 
Researcher: Karin Speedy 
 
 
I have been given and have understood an explanation of this research project. I have had 
an opportunity to ask questions and have them answered. 
 
I understand that I may withdraw myself or any information traceable to me at any time up 
to 31 March 2002 without giving a reason. 
 
 
• I agree / do not agree to take part in this research by filling out a questionnaire. 
 (Please circle) 
• I agree / do not agree that data may be retained for possible future research. 
 (Please circle) 
• I consent / do not consent to the company being identified. 
 (Please circle) 
• I consent / do not consent to being identified myself. 
 (Please circle) 
 
 
 

Signed: 
 
 
 
Name: 
(please print clearly) 
 
Company: 
 
Date: 
 

 
APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN SUBJECTS ETHICS COMMITTEE 
on 2I February 2001 for a period of three years, from 21/02/01 Reference 2001 /024.  
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Appendix IV: Pilot Employee Participant Information Sheet 

and Consent Form 
  
To: Subject (Staff member most involved in dealing with the French market) 
 
My name is Karin Speedy. I am a student at the University of Auckland enrolled for a Doctoral Degree in the 
Departments of French and International Business.  I hold a FRST Top Achiever Doctoral Bright Future 
Scholarship. I am conducting research into the role French language and culture plays in business relations 
between New Zealand companies and France. I have chosen this field because I would like to determine 
whether speaking French and understanding French culture are critical success factors for firms wishing to 
exploit business opportunities in France.  
 
You are invited to participate in my research and I would appreciate any assistance you can offer me. As part 
of my thesis I am conducting a survey on how you currently carry out business with France. I am especially 
interested in asking you about your communications with the French market.  
 
I would like to ask you, as the member of your staff who is most involved in dealing with the French market, 
to fill out a questionnaire. You are, of course under no obligation at all to do so. The questionnaire would take 
about half an hour to three-quarters of an hour to complete. You can withdraw any information you supply in 
the questionnaire at any time up to 31 March 2002. Information may be published in a form other than my 
Ph.D thesis. Data gathered may also be retained for possible future research beyond this project. 
 
If you do wish to participate in my research please let me know by filling in a Consent Form and sending it to 
me or phoning me on Tel: 09 623 1230 after hours. All information you provide is confidential and your name 
will not be used unless prior consent is given. 
 
Thank you very much for your time and help in making this study possible. If you have any queries or wish to 
know more please phone me at home at the number given above or write to me at: 
 
Department of French 
The University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92019 
Auckland. 
Tel: 09 373 7599 extn 8311 
Email: k.speedy@auckland.ac.nz
 
My supervisors are: Professor Raylene Ramsay Professsor Nigel Haworth 
      HOD Department of French HOD Department of International Business  
      The University of Auckland The University of Auckland 
      Private Bag 92019  Private Bag 92019 
      Auckland.      Auckland. 

    Tel: 09 373 7999 extn 7133 Tel: 09 373 7999 extn 75235 
 
For any queries regarding ethical concerns please contact: 
 
The Chair, The University of Auckland Human Subjects Ethics Committee, The University of Auckland, 
Research Office – Office of the Vice Chancellor, Private Bag 92019, Auckland. Tel: 09 373 7999 extn 7830. 
 
APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN SUBJECTS ETHICS COMMITTEE 
on 2I February 2001 for a period of three years, from 21/02/01 Reference 2001 /024. 
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PILOT EMPLOYEE CONSENT FORM 
 
 
THIS CONSENT FORM WILL BE HELD FOR A PERIOD OF SIX YEARS 
 
 

Business Communications with the French market 
 
 
Researcher: Karin Speedy 
 
 
I have been given and have understood an explanation of this research project. I have had 
an opportunity to ask questions and have them answered. 
 
I understand that I may withdraw myself or any information traceable to me at any time up 
to 31 March 2002 without giving a reason. 
 
 
• I agree / do not agree to take part in this research by filling out a questionnaire. 
 (Please circle) 
• I agree / do not agree that data may be retained for possible future research. 
 (Please circle) 
• I consent / do not consent to being identified myself. 
 (Please circle) 
 
 
 

Signed: 
 

 
Name: 
(please print clearly) 
 
Company: 
 
Date: 
 

 
 
APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN SUBJECTS ETHICS COMMITTEE 
on 2I February 2001 for a period of three years, from 21/02/01 Reference 2001/024.  
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Appendix V: Pilot Survey CEO Questionnaire 
 
SURVEY OF THE FRENCH LANGUAGE AND CULTURAL NEEDS OF 
NEW ZEALAND BUSINESSES – CEO / MD QUESTIONNAIRE 

 
Please answer the following questions in relation to your firm’s activities. If you are a 
subsidiary or branch, please give answers relating to your branch. Thank you. 
 
1.0 COMPANY DETAILS 
 
This information is needed for statistical purposes only. The identity of individual firms 
will remain confidential unless consent is given otherwise. 
 
1.1 Does your company currently trade with France? 
 
YES  NO   (please tick) 
 
If YES, please answer questions in sections 1 and 2. 
 
If NO, you do not need to answer questions in this survey. Thank you for your time. 
 
1.2 COMPANY NAME: _____________________________________________ 
      (If your company is a subsidiary, please write the subsidiary name and address) 
 
1.3 ADDRESS: ___________________________________________________ 
   ___________________________________________________ 
   ___________________________________________________ 
   ___________________________________________________ 
 
1.4 TELEPHONE NUMBER: __________________ FAX NUMBER: ___________ 
 
1.5 EMAIL ADDRESS:  _____________________________________________ 
 
1.6 YOUR NAME: ___________________________________________________ 
 
1.7 YOUR SEX:  MALE     FEMALE     (please tick) 
 
1.8 YOUR AGE: ______________________________________________________ 
 
1.9 YOUR JOB TITLE: _____________________________________________ 
 
1.10 YOUR EDUCATIONAL QUALIFICATIONS: __________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
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1.11 IS THIS FIRM A SUBSIDIARY? YES  NO   (please tick) 
 
If YES, where is your head office located?  
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
1.12 YOUR COMPANY’S MAIN PRODUCT/SERVICE: __________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
1.13 APPROX. NO. OF YEARS TRADING: ____________________________________ 
 
1.14 APPROX. NO. OF EMPLOYEES IN FIRM: ________________________________ 
 
1.16 APPROX. TURNOVER LAST FINANCIAL YEAR: _________________________ 
 
1.17 EXPORTS AS APPROX. % OF SALES: ___________________________________ 
 
1.18 EXPORTS TO FRANCE AS APPROX. % OF SALES: ________________________ 
 
 
2.0 CURRENT STRATEGY FOR THE FRENCH MARKET 
 
 
2.1 When trading with France, does your company…(please tick appropriate box)  
 

a. deal directly with its French customers?      
b. use an agent in New Zealand?     
c. use an agent in another country      

(please specify which country) ____________________ 
d. use a French agent in France?     
e. have a joint venture with a French company?   
f. have a subsidiary in France?     
g. have franchises in France?     
h. have some other arrangement? (if so, please specify)   

______________________________________________ 
______________________________________________ 

 
 
2.2 When did your company decide to begin trading with France? 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
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2.3 When did your company begin its trading relationship with France? 
 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2.4 What factors made your company decide to enter the French market? 
 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
2.5 What were / are your company’s main sources of information on the French market? 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
2.6 What were the first business contacts established with France?  
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
2.7 How were these contacts subsequently developed? 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
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2.8 What was your company’s initial mode of entry (greenfield site, acquisition, joint 
venture, franchises etc.) into the French market and why did you choose this particular 
entry mode? 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
2.9 Before entering the French market did your company make any changes to its product? 
 
YES       NO     (please tick) 
 
If YES, please specify the types of changes. 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
2.10 Since entering the French market has your company made any changes to its product? 
 
YES       NO     (please tick) 
 
If YES, please specify the types of changes. 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
2.11 Before entering the French market did your company make any changes to its 
packaging? 
 
YES         NO     N/A     (please tick) 
 
If YES, please give details. 
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_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
2.12 Since entering the French market has your company made any changes to its 
packaging? 
 
YES         NO     N/A     (please tick) 
 
If YES, please give details. 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
2.13 How did your company develop a marketing strategy for France? 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

  - 309  
 
 



  

2.14 Before entering the French market did your company devise a language strategy?  
 
Here a language strategy refers to having in place mechanisms for dealing with language 
and cultural problems in the French market. It could include human resource development, 
bilingual document management strategies, language training, building relationships with 
and using professional translators and interpreters etc. 
 
YES       NO     (please tick) 
 
If YES, please give details.  
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
2.15 Since entering the French market has your company devised a language strategy? 
 
YES       NO     (please tick) 
 
Or if you already had one in place prior to market entry, have you modified it in any way?  
 
YES       NO     (please tick) 
 
If YES (in either case), please give details. 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
2.16 Has your company’s language strategy been successful? 
 
YES         NO     N/A    (please tick) 
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If YES, please give examples. 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
If NO, what have been the main problems? 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
2.17 How does your company communicate with its agents / customers / associate 
company? (Please tick one answer). 
 

a. Mostly in English     
b. Mostly in French    
c. A mixture of both    
 

 
2.18 Is this satisfactory? 
 
YES         NO     (please tick) 
 
 
2.19 Does your company currently employ any native French speakers… (please tick) 
 

a. in your home base in New Zealand?  YES     NO    
b. in France?     YES     NO   

 c.   elsewhere?     YES     NO     
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If YES, please give details. 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
2.20 Does your company currently employ any French language graduates… (please tick) 
 

c. in your home base in New Zealand?  YES     NO    
d. in France?     YES     NO   

 c.   elsewhere?     YES     NO     
 
If YES, please give details. 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
2.21 Do you consider proficiency in French to be a critical success factor in doing business 
with France? 
 
YES       NO     (please tick) 
 
If YES, please explain why. 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
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_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
2.22 Do you consider an understanding of French culture (including business protocol) to 
be a critical success factor in doing business with France? 
 
YES       NO     (please tick) 
 
If YES, please explain why. 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
If you answered NO to either or both questions 2.21 and 2.22, what do you consider to be 
critical success factors in doing business with France? 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
2.23 Are you satisfied with your company’s performance in France? 
 
YES       NO     (please tick) 
 
Please give details. 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
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2.24 Are you planning any strategic changes in your approach to the French market? 
 
YES       NO     (please tick) 
 
Please give details. 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
2.25 Do you think that the European Union will affect or influence your future language 
strategies in the French market? 
 
YES       NO     (please tick) 
 
Please give details. 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
2.26 If you should wish to make any other comments, please do so. 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
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_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 (Please continue on another sheet if necessary). 
 
 
2.27 Would you be willing to participate further in this research by being interviewed? 
 
YES   NO       (please tick) 
 
 
2.28 Would you be willing to participate further in this research by taking a French 
language and culture quiz? 
 
YES   NO       (please tick) 
 
 
Thank you very much for completing this questionnaire. Your comments are greatly 
appreciated. 
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Appendix VI: Pilot Survey Employee Questionnaire 
 

SURVEY OF THE FRENCH LANGUAGE AND CULTURAL NEEDS OF 
NEW ZEALAND BUSINESSES – EMPLOYEE QUESTIONNAIRE 

 
Please answer the following questions in relation to your company’s activities. If you are a 
subsidiary or branch, please give answers relating to your branch. Thank you. 
 
3.0 COMPANY DETAILS 
 
This information is needed for statistical purposes only. The identity of individual 
companies will remain confidential. 
 
1.1 Does your company currently trade with France? 
 
YES  NO   (please tick) 
 
If YES, please answer questions in sections 1 to 8. 
 
If NO, you do not need to answer questions in this survey. Thank you for your time. 
 
1.2 COMPANY NAME: _________________________________________________

 _________________________________________________________________________ 
(If your company is a subsidiary, please write the subsidiary name and address) 
 
1.3 ADDRESS: ___________________________________________________ 
   ___________________________________________________ 
   ___________________________________________________ 
   ___________________________________________________ 
 
1.4 TELEPHONE NUMBER: __________________ FAX NUMBER: ___________ 
 
1.5 EMAIL ADDRESS:  _____________________________________________ 
 
1.6 YOUR NAME: ___________________________________________________ 
 
1.7 YOUR SEX:  MALE    FEMALE     (please tick) 
 
1.8 YOUR AGE: ______________________________________________________ 
 
1.9 YOUR JOB TITLE: _____________________________________________ 
 
1.10 YOUR EDUCATIONAL QUALIFICATIONS: ______________________________ 
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_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
1.11 IS THIS COMPANY A SUBSIDIARY?   YES     NO   (please tick) 
 
If YES, where is your head office located?  
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
1.12 Does your company have a language strategy?  
 
Here a language strategy refers to having in place mechanisms for dealing with language 
and cultural problems in the French market. It could include human resource development, 
bilingual document management strategies, language training, building relationships with 
and using professional translators and interpreters etc… 
 
YES   NO       (please tick) 
  
If, YES, please give examples (eg language training) ______________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
(Please continue on another sheet if necessary.) 
 
 
4.0 CURRENT USE OF FRENCH IN YOUR COMPANY 
 
2.1 Does your company… (please tick appropriate box)  
 

i. deal directly with its French customers?      
j. use an agent in New Zealand?     
k. use an agent in another country      

(please specify which country) ____________________ 
l. use a French agent in France?     
m. have a joint venture with a French company?   
n. have a subsidiary in France?     
o. have franchises in France?     
p. have some other arrangement? (if so, please specify)   

______________________________________________ 
______________________________________________ 
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2.2 Do any of the staff in your company have any competence in the French language? 
 
YES        NO    (please tick) 

 
If NO, please go to question 2.3. 
 
If YES, please list their job title and their approximate level in the five skills. Please tick 
the skill you consider most important in each case. 
 
Skills 
 
Level 1: Able to pronounce the names of French clients reasonably correctly; able to 

pick out certain key words in a document (eg, passport details). 
Level 2: Able to give common greetings and understand simple phrases in French. 
Level 3: Able to ask simple questions, give basic instructions; able to read and write 

reasonably straightforward sentences. 
Level 4: Able to use the language with some confidence in predictable work-related 

situations. 
Level 5:  High proficiency which comes close to that of mother tongue users of the 

language. 
Level 6: Native speaker. 
 
 
JOB TITLE LISTENING SPEAKING READING WRITING KNOWLEDGE 

OF FRENCH 
BUSINESS 
PROTOCOL 

(eg  secretary) 
 

3     √ 2 3 2 1 

1. 
 
 

     

2. 
 
 

     

3. 
 
 

     

4. 
 
 

     

5. 
 
 

     

6. 
 
 

     

(Please continue on another sheet if necessary). 
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2.3 In what situations is French currently used in your company? (You may tick more than 
one answer). 
 

a. Meetings       
b. Travelling / Business trips    
c. Negotiating      
d. Presentations      
e. Exhibitions / Trade Fairs     
f. Correspondence      
g. Telephone       
h. Socialising       
i. Other (please specify)     
___________________________________________ 
___________________________________________ 
 

 In which situation is French most used? __________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
2.4 If your company receives direct enquiries, do French customers use French when 
making an initial enquiry? (Please tick one answer). 
 

a. Never       
b. Sometimes       
c. Usually       
d. Always       
e. N/A (please go to question 2.8)    

 
If your company receives initial enquiries in French, how do French customers make them? 
Please rank the following (1 = the most common, 5 = the least common): 
 

a. Telephone       
b. Letter       
c. Fax       
d. Email       
e. other (please specify)     
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________ 

 
2.5 How does your company usually respond to these initial enquiries? 
 

a. in French       
b. in English       
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2.6 Do French customers use French for subsequent enquiries? Please tick one answer. 
 

a. Never       
b. Sometimes       
c. Usually       
d. Always       
e. N/A (please go to question 2.8)    
 
 

If your company receives subsequent enquiries in French, how do French customers make 
them? Please rank the following (1 = the most common, 5 = the least common): 
 

a. Telephone       
b. Letter       
c. Fax       
d. Email       
e. other (please specify)     
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________ 

 
 
2.7 How does your company usually respond to these subsequent enquiries? 
 

a. in French       
b. in English       

 
 
2.8 Does your company use French in reply to correspondence received from France? 
(Please tick one answer). 
 

a. Never       
b. Sometimes       
c. Usually       
d. Always       
e. N/A       

 
 
2.9 Does your company use French in telephone conversations with French customers? 
(Please tick one answer). 
 

a. Never       
b. Sometimes       
c. Usually       
d. Always       
e. N/A       
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2.10 Does your company make business trips to France? 
 
YES       NO        (please tick) 
 
If YES, what is the frequency of these trips? _____________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
And what is the main purpose of these trips? _____________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
In France, business is usually conducted …….. (please tick one answer) 
 

a. in English without an interpreter.     
b. in French without an interpreter.     
c. through an interpreter provided by the customer.   
d. through an interpreter provided by your company.  
e. through interpreters provided by both parties.   

 
 
2.11 Please tick the publicity materials your company puts out in French. (You may tick 
more than one answer). 
 

a. Labels or lettered packaging    
b. Instructions for use     
c. Care Labels      
d. Price Lists       
e. Advertising leaflets or brochures    
f. Advertising in print media    
g. Catalogues       
h. Manuals or books      
i. Brand or Trade names     
j. Posters       
k. Point of Sale material     
l. Other (please specify)      
_______________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 
m. Nothing       
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2.12 Please tick the audio-visual publicity materials your company puts out in French. (You 
may tick more than one answer). 
 

a. Videos       
b. Radio advertisements     
c. TV advertisements     
d. Web site       
e. Other (please specify)     
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
f. Nothing       

 
2.13 To your knowledge, has your company ever included proficiency in French in a job 
advertisement? 
 
YES   NO        (please tick) 
 
 
2.14 Does your company consider language proficiency as an important factor when 
recruiting staff? (Please tick one answer). 
 

a. Important          
b. Reasonably important     
c. Not very important     
d. Not important      
 
 

5.0 TRANSLATION AND INTERPRETING 
 
3.1 What type of documents does your company need to have translated into French? 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
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3.2 How does your company handle translation into French for the different types of 
documents? 
 
TRANSLATOR (please tick) 
 

√ TYPE OF TRANSLATION (eg letters, 
brochures) 

Own staff  
 

  

Translation company 
 

  

Government Department 
 

  

Private translator 
 

  

Chamber of Commerce 
 

  

Associate company in France 
 

  

New Zealand agent 
 

  

French agent / distributor 
 

  

Other overseas agent 
 

  

Advertising agencies in New 
Zealand 
 

  

Advertising agencies in France 
 

  

Personal contacts 
 

  

Web translation service 
 

  

Machine translation (on-line or 
software) 
 

  

Other (please specify) 
 
 

  

 
3.3 What type of documents does your company need to have translated from French into 
English? 
________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________
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______________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3.4 How does your company handle translation from French into English for different types 
of documents? 
  
TRANSLATOR (please tick) 
 

√ TYPE OF TRANSLATION (eg letters, 
brochures) 

Own staff  
 

  

Translation company 
 

  

Government Department 
 

  

Private translator 
 

  

Chamber of Commerce 
 

  

Associate company in France 
 

  

New Zealand agent 
 

  

French agent / distributor 
 

  

Other overseas agent 
 

  

Advertising agencies in New 
Zealand 

  

Advertising agencies in France 
 

  

Personal contacts 
 

  

Web translation service 
 

  

Machine translation (on-line or 
software) 
 

  

Other (please specify) 
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3.5 Does your company use external translators? 
 
YES   NO       (please tick) 
 
If YES, do you… (please tick appropriate box or boxes) 
 

a. discuss your goals in translating the material to ensure  
an appropriate style is chosen?       
 
 
b. ask for the translator’s advice on style and / or cultural 
appropriateness?         
 
c. provide the name and address of a contact person who can  
answer the translator’s queries?       
 
d. avoid colloquialisms and unclear or ambiguous expressions?   
 
e. supply the translator with background documents / glossaries 
of industry-specific terms and acronyms that will assist his / her 
comprehension of the text?        
 
f. none of the above?         

 
 
3.6 How satisfied is your company with the translation service it has received to date? 
(please tick one answer) 
 

a. Satisfied     
b. Reasonably satisfied   
c. Not very satisfied    
d. Not satisfied    
 

Please give details. 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
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3.7 Has a bad translation ever resulted in a loss of business? 
 
YES    NO        DON’T KNOW     (please tick) 
 
 
Please give details. 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
3.8 Does your company use interpreters? 
 
YES   NO       (please tick) 
 
If NO, please go to section 4.0 
 
 
3.9 Does your company provide interpreters for French visitors (customers) to your 
premises? (Please tick one answer). 
 

a. Never   
b. Sometimes   
c. Usually   
d. Always    
e.   N/A   

 
3.10 In what situations are interpreters used? 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
3.11 Does your company use staff in-house to interpret or do you hire outside 
professionals? 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
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_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
If your company hires outside interpreters, where do you recruit them from? (ie. a 
translation company, a government department, private interpreters etc.) 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3.12 Do you…. (please tick appropriate box or boxes) 
 

a. brief your interpreters of your expectations for the  
meeting / trade show etc?        
 
b. provide them with information about the company /  
product / situation and give them adequate time to prepare?    
 
c. give them a list of any technical terms you will be likely  
to use and explain their meaning?       
 
d. discuss the pace of your delivery and length of segments  
to be interpreted?         
 
e. try to avoid using slang, puns and jokes when you speak?   
 
f. analyse the outcome of the meeting / trade show etc  
with the interpreter to make sure you have correctly assessed  
the situation?          
 
g. none of the above?         
 

 
3.13 How satisfied is your company with the interpreting service it has received to date? 
(Please tick one answer). 
 

a. Satisfied     
b. Reasonably satisfied   
c. Not very satisfied    
d. Not satisfied    
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Please give details. 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3.14 Has a bad interpreting job ever resulted in a loss of business? 
 
YES  NO        DON’T KNOW      (please tick) 
 
Please give details. 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
6.0 LANGUAGE TRAINING 
 
4.1 Has anyone in your company undertaken French language training in the last three 
years? 
  
YES   NO       (please tick) 
 
If NO, please go to question 4.4. 
 
 
 

  - 328  
 
 



  

4.2 What kinds of French language courses have staff undertaken in the last three years? 
 
JOB TITLE OF 
STAFF MEMBER 

TYPE OF COURSE 
(eg University Summer 
School, 2-week 
intensive, University 
Distance Learning 
Programme, evening 
classes etc.) 

HOURS PER WEEK LENGTH OF 
COURSE 

 
 
 

   

 
 
 

   

 
 
 

   

 
 
 

   

 
 
 

   

 
 
 

   

(Please continue on another sheet if necessary). 
 
Of the courses undertaken, which were considered most effective and why? You may give 
more than one answer. 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
4.3 Has your company used any new language learning products? (eg CD-ROMS, Internet 
learning etc.) 
 
YES   NO       (please tick) 
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If NO, please go to question 4.4 
 
If YES, please specify type of products: 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Have they been effective? 
 
YES  NO        DON’T KNOW      (please tick) 
 
Comments: 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Thank you. Please go to section 5. 
 
4.4 If your company has not undertaken French language training in the last three years, 
please indicate reason(s). (You may tick more than one answer). 
 

a. Don’t see the need       
b. Too expensive       
c. Takes too long to achieve proficiency    
d. Employee disinterest      
e. No appropriate courses available     
f. Other (please specify)      
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________ 
 

7.0 MARKET RESEARCH 
 
5.1 How does your company gather information on the French market? (You may tick more 
than one answer). 
 

a. Books / guides       
b. Government departments      
c. The internet       
d. Visits to the market (personal observation)   
e. Contacts / agents / distributors in France    
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f. Newspapers and other print media    
g. Television broadcasts      
h. New Zealand market research companies    
i. International market research companies    
j. Other (please specify)      
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________ 
 

 
5.2 This information is gathered from a French language source… 
 

a. Always   
b. Usually   
c. Sometimes   
d. Hardly ever   
e. Never    

 
 
5.3 How often is information updated? 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
5.4 Which staff member or members are responsible for managing this information? Please 
give job titles. 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
5.5 Do these staff members speak / understand / read / write French? 
 
YES   NO       (please tick) 
 
Details: 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
5.6 To what extent is the information useful / beneficial to the company? 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
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_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
8.0 LANGUAGE BARRIERS 
 
6.1 Has your company ever encountered language barriers in business dealings with 
France? 
 
YES  NO       (please tick) 
 
If YES, in which situations? (eg telephone, meetings etc.) Please rank in order of 
importance. 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
6.2 To your knowledge, has your company ever lost business due to a lack of language 
skills? 
 
YES  NO        DON’T KNOW      (please tick) 
 
If YES, please give some examples or comments on missed chances or misunderstandings 
because of a lack of language skills. 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
(Please continue on another sheet if necessary). 
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9.0 CULTURAL BARRIERS 
 
7.1 Has your company ever experienced cultural barriers in business dealings with France 
(ie had problems due to misunderstanding French business protocols such as the level of 
formality required)? 
 
YES  NO        DON’T KNOW      (please tick) 
 
If YES, please give examples (eg etiquette, time, meetings etc.) 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
(Please continue on another sheet if necessary). 
 
7.2 To your knowledge, has your company ever lost business due to a lack of French 
cultural knowledge and / or sensitivity? 
 
YES  NO        DON’T KNOW      (please tick) 
 
If YES, please give some examples or comments on missed chances or misunderstandings 
because of a lack of cultural skills. 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
(Please continue on another sheet if necessary). 
 
10.0 FURTHER COMMENTS 
 
8.1 If you should wish to make any other comments, please do so. 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
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_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
(Please continue on another sheet if necessary). 
 
8.2 Would you be willing to participate further in this research by being interviewed? 
 
YES   NO       (please tick) 
 
8.3 Would you be willing to participate further in this research by taking a French language 
and culture quiz? 
 
YES   NO       (please tick) 
 
Thank you very much for completing this questionnaire. Your comments are greatly 
appreciated. 
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Appendix VII: The New Millennium Survey 
 

Survey of the use of French in New Zealand firms exporting to France 
 
I consent to taking part in this research (Yes / No): 
 
1. How long have you been exporting to France? 

 

2. Did you make any changes to your product for the French market? 

 

3. Do you deal directly with your French buyers or do you have some other arrangement 

(agents / joint venture / subsidiary in France etc.)? 

 

4. Do you visit the market? If so, how frequently? 

 

5. Do you use the French language in any of the following situations?: (Yes / No) 

 

- Correspondence (letter / fax / email) 
- Telephone 
- Business trips  
- Meetings       
- Negotiating  
- Business lunches / dinners 
- Advertising (if yes, please specify)    
- Website          
- Exhibitions / Trade Fairs  
- Labels or lettered packaging    
- Instructions for use         
- Price Lists       
- Catalogues      
- Manuals or books      
- Brand or Trade names         
- Point of Sale material     
- Other (please specify) 
 

6. If you answered yes to any of the above, do you have fluent French speakers on your 

staff or do you use translators or interpreters? 
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7. Has your company ever encountered language or cultural barriers in your business 

dealings with France? 

 

8. In your opinion, how important is knowledge of French language and culture for a New 

Zealand company selling to the French? 

 

9. Are you satisfied with your company’s performance in France? 

 

10. What industry sector is your company in? 

 

11. Approximately how many staff work in your company? 

 

If you would like to make any other comments, please do so. Thank you very much for 

your time. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN SUBJECTS ETHICS COMMITTEE 

on 2I February 2001 for a period of three years, from 21/02/01 Reference 2001/024.  
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Appendix VIII: Covering Letter (E-mail) for the New 

Millennium Survey 

 

Hello, 

 

My name is Karin Speedy and I am a PhD student at the University of Auckland. I am 

investigating the role of the French language in New Zealand-French business relations. In 

order to complete my doctorate, I need to gather some information on the use of French in 

New Zealand firms exporting to France. The research I am doing may provide valuable 

insights into French business that will benefit New Zealand companies. 

 

I hope that you can find a spare 5 minutes to answer the questions that appear below. Please 

press “reply” then simply type your answers on this e-mail and send it back to me. 

 

Please note that all information that you provide will remain confidential and neither you 

nor your company will be named in my thesis. Thank you very much for your time and 

help in making this study possible. 

 

Kind Regards, 

 

Karin Speedy 

French Department 

University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92019 

Auckland 

Tel.: 09 373 7599 extn. 8652 

k.speedy@auckland.ac.nz
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Appendix IX: Questionnaire pour les clients français des entreprises 

exportatrices néo-zélandaises 

 
Votre Raison Sociale : 
 
Raison Sociale de votre fournisseur néo-zélandais : 
 
Questions 
 
1. Pourriez-vous m’expliquer comment vos relations d’affaires avec votre fournisseur néo-
zélandais ont-elles commencé ? 
 
2. Depuis combien de temps êtes-vous en relations d’affaires avec ce fournisseur ? 
 
3. Est-ce qu’il vient vous voir souvent ? 
 
4. Êtes-vous satisfait de la fréquence de ses visites ? 
 
5. En général, parlez-vous français ou anglais lors de ces visites ? 
 
6. Utilisez-vous des interprètes pendant les négociations, par exemple ? Êtes-vous satisfait 
du service des interprètes ? Est-ce que vous avez eu des problèmes avec des interprètes ? 
Quel genre de problèmes ? 
 
7. Est-ce que votre fournisseur néo-zélandais utilise le français : 
- dans la correspondance (lettre/fax/e-mail) ? 
- au téléphone ? 
- pendant les rendez-vous où vous êtes face-à-face ? 
- dans les négociations ? 
- pendant les déjeuners ou les dîners d’affaires ? 
- dans la publicité ? Si oui, dans quel genre de publicité (dépliants/brochures/pubs dans les 
journaux ou les magazines/catalogues/posters/publicité au point de vente)? 
- pour les étiquettes ou le conditionnement ? 
- dans le mode d’emploi ? 
- dans la liste des tarifs ? 
- dans les manuels ou les livres ? 
- sur son site web ? 
 
8. Comment réagissez-vous à cette utilisation de français ? Préféreriez-vous : 
- utiliser le français tout le temps ? 
- utiliser plus de français ? 
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- utiliser plus d’anglais ? 
- utiliser l’anglais tout le temps ? 
- maintenir le statu quo ? 
 
9. Si votre fournisseur néo-zélandais utilise le français, que pensez-vous de la qualité de 
son français (oral et écrit) ? 
 
10. Si deux fournisseurs, l’un qui parle français, l’autre qui ne parle pas français, vous 
proposaient un produit identique, lequel choisiriez vous et pourquoi ? 
 
11. Diriez-vous que vous avez eu des problèmes à cause des malentendus linguistiques ? 
 
12. Avez-vous eu des problèmes à cause des malentendus culturels ? 
 
13. Selon vous, est-ce que votre fournisseur néo-zélandais se comporte bien lors de vos 
relations d’affaires ? C’est-à-dire est-ce qu’il respecte les protocoles français ? 
 
14. Avez-vous des conseils pour un exportateur néo-zélandais qui veut pénétrer dans le 
marché français ? 
 
15. Pensez-vous qu’une bonne connaissance de la langue française et de la culture française 
soit essentielle pour les enterprises étrangères qui souhaitent avoir des relations 
commerciales en France ? 
 
16. A votre avis, est-ce que l’Union Européenne aura un effet sur l’usage du français dans 
les affaires en France ? 
 
Je vous remercie Monsieur / Madame pour votre temps et votre participation. 
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Appendix X : Covering Letter for the Questionnaire pour les clients 

français des entreprises exportatrices néo-zélandaises 
 
Monsieur / Madame 
 
Permettez-moi de me présenter. Je m’appelle Karin Speedy. Je suis doctorante inscrite aux 
départements de français et d’affaires internationales à l’Université d’Auckland en Nouvelle-
Zélande. Je fais des recherches sur le rôle de la langue française et de la culture française dans les 
relations d’affaires entre les entreprises exportatrices néo-zélandaises et leurs clients français. Le 
but de mon enquête est de déterminer si une bonne connaissance de la langue et de la culture 
françaises est essentielle pour les entreprises néo-zélandaises qui exportent vers la France.  
 
Je vous serais très reconnaissante de prendre part à mon enquête. J’aimerais vous poser des 
questions sur vos relations d’affaires avec votre fournisseur néo-zélandais. Je voudrais surtout 
déterminer l’importance de la langue française dans les communications d’affaires entre votre 
fournisseur et vous. Toutes les informations recueillies resteront confidentielles. Je conserverai ces 
informations afin que je puisse les utiliser dans des recherches à venir. Je reste à votre disposition 
pour tout renseignement complémentaire. N’hésitez pas à me contacter au : 
 
Department of French 
The University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92019 
Auckland 
Nouvelle-Zélande 
Tél : 64 9 373 7599 poste 8652 Courriel : k.speedy@auckland.ac.nz
 
Mes directeurs de recherche sont les Professeurs Raylene Ramsay, chef de l’UFR de français et 
Nigel Haworth, chef de l’UFR d’affaires internationales : 
 
Professor Raylene Ramsay   Professor Nigel Haworth 
HOD Department of French   HOD Department of International Business 
The University of Auckland   The University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92019    Private Bag 92019 
Auckland     Auckland 
Nouvelle-Zélande    Nouvelle-Zélande 
Courriel : r.ramsay@auckland.ac.nz  Courriel : n.haworth@auckland.ac.nz
 
Pour tout renseignement déontologique, veuillez contacter : The Chair, The University of Auckland 
Human Subjects Ethics Committee, The University of Auckland, Research Office – Office of the 
Vice Chancellor, Private Bag 92019, Auckland. Tél : 64 9 373 7999 poste 7830. 
 
Avec mes remerciements, je vous prie d’agréer, Monsieur / Madame, l’assurance de mes salutations 
distinguées. 
 
APPROUVÉ PAR LE COMITÉ ÉTHIQUE POUR RECHERCHES SUR LES SUJETS HUMAINS DE 
L’UNIVERSITÉ D’AUCKLAND le 14/11/01 pour une période de trois ans, du 14/11/01. Référence : 
2001 /310. 
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